Attitudes towards whites in South African and Afro-American Poetry of the sixties and seventies, 1978 by Ako, Edward O. (Author)
ATTITUDES TOWARDS WHITES IN SOUTH AFRICAN
AND AFRO-AMERICAN POETRY OF THE
SIXTIES AND SEVENTIES
A THESIS
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF ATLANTA UNIVERSITY
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR









I. TRADITIONAL SOUTH AFRICAN POETRY 1
II. SOUTH AFRICAN POETRY OF THE SIXTIES
AND SEVENTIES 32
III. EARLIER AFRO-AMERICAN POETRY 64






In one of his poems the Senegalese poet David Diop
wrote these revealing words:
Listen comrades of the struggling centuries
To the keen clamour of the Negro from Africa
to the Americas
It is the sign of the dawn
The sign of brotherhood which comes to nourish
the dreams of men.^
Perhaps no two decades bear out this assertion more
than the sixties and seventies. For too long the victims
of Europe's search for raw materials, a search which brought
in its trail colonialism and imperialism as well as the
wholesale transfer of millions of people from their natural
habitat to areas where they could better minister to
Europe's greed, Africans at home and those abroad gradually
began raising their voices in protest against the treatment
that they received. Often these voices were drowned and
nothing was done to remedy their situation.
^Wole Soyinka, ed.. Poems of Black Africa (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1975), p. 86.
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These voices were not silenced but continued protesting
By the twentieth century the two world wars brought forth
certain catchwords which England and her allies paraded as
the motives for which the wars were being waged—"the war
to end all wars," "the war to make the world safe for
democracy." Black people did not stand idly by while this
human drama rolled on. They took part and performed bril¬
liantly. This of course meant that Black people would also
demand that the fruits of the war be also given to them—
freedom, liberty, democracy. The response from the
oppressor group was not always encouraging. Though Black
people had fought to make the world safe for democracy, some¬
how they were not going to have democracy extended to them.
As the days passed, demands became more persistent and
reached a zenith in the sixties.
Of the areas in which what had been commonly called
the Black situation existed, no two were so much alike as
South Africa and the United States of America. The purpose
of this study is to consider the reactions of poets in these
two countries during the two explosive decades. To have a
better understanding of the present, a knowledge of the
past is always helpful, if not invaluable. Consequently,
we do propose to make a survey of the earlier poetry in
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South Africa and in the United States to better understand
the sixties and seventies.
This study could not have been possible without
assistance from various quarters. I would like to thank
Dr. David Dorsey who not only introduced me to the vast
wealth of traditional South African literature, but who
also followed my every effort. Thanks are also due to
Dr. Carolyn Fowler who has encouraged and deepened my in¬
terest in Afro-American literature.
Lastly, I would like to thank my mother who will
never read this thesis, but without whose foresight, I
would never have learned to read and write.
CHAPTER I
TRADITIONAL SOUTH AFRICAN POETRY
Only recently has Western scholarship become aware
of the great wealth of unwritten literature in Africa.
Because the novel, drama and the poem were identified with
the medium of writing, and because apparently most of Africa
had no form of writing, it was erroneously assumed that lit¬
erary creativity was non-existent in most of the continent.
Research has, however, shown that literature, especially
poetry reached a high level of artistic perfection, and
this is particularly true when one turns to South Africa.
Among the various South African ethnic groups: the
Sotho, Zulu and xhosa in particular, the composition of
poems was part of daily life. It was not, as in other
cultures, the prerogative of a few very highly trained
individuals. In addition to the professional bards who
sang the king's praises, each individual, from the boy of
seven to the man of seventy, was a poet. The praise-poem
was the outstanding form, whether it be called the izibongi
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among the Zulu, the dithoko in Basotho or the maboko among
the Tswana. Other genres of course exist: odes, divining
poetry, initiation poetry, narrative poetry, dirges. Because
the praise-poem attained a more complex level of artistic
creativity, we shall be mainly concerned with it.
The purpose of the praise-poem was to praise, either
oneself, one's ruler, one's daring actions, one's cattle or
even one's bicycle.
For a proper understanding of this form of poetry,
some knowledge of the social and geographical environment in
which its authors lived is necessary. The society in which
the Xhosa, Zulu and Sotho lived, had a communal emphasis as
in most of Black African societies, and the family was the
central unit. The family comprised not only the living
"extended family," but also the ancestors and those yet to
be born. The father was the head of the family, but every
member of the family had certain obligations to the group as
a whole. There were rewards for any acts which promoted
communal relations. Any transgression of the communal ethic
was ridiculed or otherwise punished. The praise-poem served
as a mode through which the norms of the society could be
preserved, and it also constantly reminded the members of a
group what was considered laudable behavior and what was
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considered despicable. For this reason, the professional
praiser enjoyed special privileges in society; he was a
philosopher, a historian and an oracle.
The praise-poem thus served multiple purposes. As
Mazisi Kunene notes:
Oral literature serves more than [as] a form of enter¬
tainment, but is at once a serious system of ethics
which it enforces, a preserve of historical events,
a body of philosophical speculation, a nexus that pro¬
duces a logic, not only between past and present gen¬
erations, but also in the whole cosmic phenomenon.^
The very atmosphere in which these people lived
constituted perhaps more than in other societies, an ever¬
present challenge to the valor of men. As Daniel P. Kunene
notes, frequent encounters with wild beasts, as in hunting,
frequent wars, battles and skirmishes, cattle raids, and any
other source of danger of life and property—all of these
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were fertile ground for the growth of praise-poetry. For
whereas a man who goes hunting with his automobile can
easily drive off if he misses his target, and so get away
from the animal chasing him, often these people had to come
into close contact with the source of danger and to engage
^Mazisi Kunene, "South African Oral Traditions" in
Aspects of South African Literature, ed. Christopher Heywood
(London: Heineman Educational Books, 1976), p. 28.
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Daniel P. Kunene, Heroic Poetry of the Basotho
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), pp. 3-4.
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in hand-to-hand combat with spear and shield and club. The
very weapons used brought a man physically close to his
adversary and so reduced his margin of safety to the barest
minimum.
As long as they could barely keep their environment
under control, as long as they could not establish them¬
selves as masters over it—physical prowess was indispens¬
able for day-to-day living and remained a subject for
laudatory compositions. And given such a situation, each
man is a warrior. Among the Basotho, a suckling babe is
referred to as potentially an,
....Ox abandoned to the vultures
....One apportioned to the eagles;
for when he becomes a man he might die on the battlefield
and his unburied corpse would be devoured by birds and beasts
of prey.
In this atmosphere, after a cattle-raid or battle-
hunt, each warrior who had distinguished himself composed
his praises or added more lines to his earlier ones. The
famous king of Basutoland (present day Lesotho) in the
turbulent years of Tshaka's military rule of neighboring
Zulu land to the east, and of onslaughts by Boers from the
3
Ibid., p. 5. Here as throughout, the translation
is by the author cited.
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west, composed these verses for himself after raiding and
capturing Ramonaheng's cattle:
I am the sharp shearer, the shaver, descendant of
Kadi, the black that shaved off Ramonaheng's beard.
The name Moshoeshoe (Shearer) coined on that occa¬
sion, stuck, and his real name, Lepoqo Letlama, is to this
day, unknown to many. The raids were not only carried out
primarily because of practical necessity such as starvation
Often the raiders were out just for a test of strength, of
manliness, of daring. All they wanted was honor. As Bowra
notes, heroic poetry:
Works in conditions determined by special conceptions
of manhood and honour. It cannot exist unless men
believe that human beings are in themselves sufficient
objects of interest and that their chief claim is the
C
pursuit of honour through risk.^
A poem for one of Moshoeshoe's sons illustrates this point
very clearly:
Nkau, yesterday, went to Moshoeshoe at the royal place
Went begging for cattle upon the peak;
They gave him ones fit for cowards, and he spurned them





C. M. Bowra, Heroic Poetry (London: MacMillan,
1952), pp. 4-5.
^Daniel P. Kunene, Heroic Poetry of the Basotho,
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In this context, cattle fit for cowards are those
given as a gift. Nkau went to ask for permission to go on
a cattle raid. Moshoeshoe, in an attempt to dissuade him,
offered him cattle from among his own herds, but Nkau would
not give up his idea. He regarded those his father gave as
cattle of utility, not of honor. What he wanted was not
food but a trophy. This mentality is not altogether unknown
in our day, for we have had people crossing the Atlantic on
a raft, climbing Mount Everest, or going to disturb the
quiet craters of the moon—and when they do this, it is not
mainly for material gain.
A political or religious gathering was also a fit
place for the recitation of praises, or any other convoca¬
tion; work, party, circumcision ceremony, diviners' assembly,
family reunion, a dance, a feast, a festival, an evening
gathering by the fireside or a shepherds' gathering.
Wild animals always have a special place in this
praise-poetry. At first, one may wonder why potential
sources of destruction of life and property are honored with
words of praise. All aspects of life which inspire awe,
either by their force or grandeur or beauty have always
inspired poetry. However, for their very survival these
Africans depended very much on possessing the qualities
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which they saw in their powerful adversaries. The warrior
saw the speed of these wild predators, their strength, their
accuracy and their cunning. He observed how the enemies
trembled when the lion roared. Just as he feared these
potential destroyers of life, so did he want his enemies to
fear him. Thus, a hero may appear as a lion, a spotted
hyena, a big vulture, a buffalo or an elephant. Sometimes
a hero speaks in his own voice and draws the parallel with
an animal or series of animals:
I am the young lionl
The wild animal with pad-feet and black back I
Whose father has given up hope from the beginning
and whose mother has wept for a long time.
I am the fine elephant of the Mathubapula,
the finest elephant in the Matsaakgang
Sometimes heroes are also compared to natural phe¬
nomena like lightning, wind, or storm or to other objects
like a shield, a rock, flames of fire:
The whirlwind caused people to stumble
The people were swept by the downpour of spears
The heavy rain of summer, a storm,
Q
The hailstorm with very hard drops.
Domestic animals also served as metaphors in praise
poetry. Thus, a bull was admired for its strength, the size
7
Ruth Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa (Nairobi:
Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 133.
®Ibid.
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of its neck and dewlap, the loudness of its roar, and the
shape of its horns. The herd boy was impressed by the lowing
of the cow, the size of its udder, the quantity of milk it
yielded. The streak of meanness that makes a cow behave in
an unpredictable manner such as kicking the milk pail, re¬
jecting its own calf or breaking the cord that ties its hind
legs while it is being milked, became a metaphor for the war
leader who rushes into battle. We thus find that the com¬
poser of praise-poems drew his imagery mainly from the wild
and domestic animals around them, from the huge and awe¬
inspiring trees, and from natural phenomena like thunder,
lightning, whirlwind and hailstorms.
It is necessary to look at the structural devices
used in praise-poetry to find some of the features which
make it memorable speech. Praise-poems possess the qual¬
ities that distinguish poetry from prose in all literatures—
imagery reinforced by repetition in various guises—metre,
alliteration, assonance, parallelism. Praise poetry abounds
in images of great effectiveness. Senzangakhona is
described as the gate-post of the Kraal and Shaka is describ¬
ed variously as the axe of Senzangakhona, as the fire of the
long dry grass, as the wind of the south, as a pile of rocks,
as a hawk descending from the hills and as a young viper in
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a great rage. Zwide is compared to a ford with slippery
stones, where people slipped as they thought they were
crossing over safely, which very aptly describes his sly
diplomacy.^
Though imagery is the essence of poetry, its ef¬
fectiveness is greatly enhanced by the judicious use of
repetition. In trying to convey the enormous number of
Shake's military triumphs, an imbongi says:
0th' esadl' ezinye wadi' ezinye,
Wath' esadl; ezinye wadi; ezinye;
He who while devouring some devoured others.
And as he devoured others he devoured some more;^®
Whereas rhyme and metre are not to be found in Zulu poetry
and that of the other South African nationalities, paral¬
lelism is the variety of repetition basic to its structure.
There is "perfect parallelism," parallelism by linking, in
which the following line is linked to the first line by
repetition of either the first word (initial linking) or the
last word (final linking) and parallelism by comparison or
simile. Parallelism by comparison is illustrated in
9
Trevor Cope, ed., Izibongoi Zulu Praise-Poems,
transl. Daniel Malcolm (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968),
p. 39. For the translations and commentaries on structural





Ingqambi eyahlul' amakhos' amanye,
Ebinjengo Songodo esahlul' uMalusi
Innovator who overcame the other chiefs.
Just as Songodo overcame Malusi.^^
And, "perfect parallelism" as in Nalaba's praise-poem:
Obeyalala wangangemimfula,
Obeyavuka wangangezintaba
Who when he lay down was the size of rivers,
19
Who when he got up was the size of mountains.
And, in Jama's praise-poem by:
Nasenhlamvini yomkhoto angenela,
Nasemagatsheni angaphathelela.
Even on the point of a spear he can be at ease.
Even on branches he can hold tight.
Parallelism by initial linking is illustrated in
Senzangakhona's praise-poem by:
Ozithebe Zihle uMjokwane,
Ozithebe Zihle zidlel' amanxasakazi
He whose eating mats are beautiful, Mjokwane,
He whose beautiful mats are eaten from by women folk
And, by:
(Uthi Iwempundu lakwa Nomgabhi)
Obeluhlal; izikhova,
Obeluhlal' uphungashe wakwaButhelezi,
Luhlal; uMacinquane wase Ngonyameni,
Luhlal; uDladlama wakwaMajola
11 12 13 14 Ibid,
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Ibid., p. 41. Ibid. Ibid. p. 42 .
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(Gate-post of Nomgabhi)
On which owls perched.
On which phungashe of the Buthelezi's sat.
On which Macinqwane of Ngonyameni sat.
On which Dladlame of the Majola's sat.^^
In Shaka's praise-poem we find parallelism by final
linking in these words:
UMahlom' ehlathini onjengohlanya,
Uhlanya olusemehlwen' amadoda.
He who armed in the forest, who is like a madman,
The madman who is in full view of men.^^
There is also a type of parallelism which Trevor Cope calls
"noun-verb parallelism." Here the noun that initiates the
first verse is a derivative of the verb that achieves the




Rager of the Mbelebele brigade,
who raged among the large Kraals.
There is another form of parallelism by final linking which
Cope terms "negative-positive parallelism." In it the verb
of the first verse is the negative of the verb that achieves
the final linking in the second verse.Examples abound in
Shaka's praise-poem:




He who attempted the ocean without crossing it.
It was crossed by swallows and white people.
Alliteration and assonance are also exploited by the poets.
As is the case in most translations, this poetic quality
disappears when the verse is rendered from Zulu to English.
Dingane is praised as "isiziba esinzonzo sinzonzobe" (the
deep pool is silently powerful) and Mpande as "ilanga limi
lodwa ezulwimi" (the sun stands alone in the sky). In these
examples we find the echoing of "Si" and "li" supported by
, 20
secondary assonances.
So far we have made no mention of the attitudes of
these traditional bards towards whites, and this is simply
because much of the poetry extant preceded contact with
whites. These nations were very much left to themselves,
to their strengths and weaknesses and to their dreams.
Whatever problems arose between the various groups were not
a result of one group considering itself inherently superior
to others and therefore destined to rule. Skin color had no
place in the scheme of politics, since everyone was black.
With the arrival of the Boers in 1652, things gradually
19 20Ibid., p. 44. Ibid., p. 45.
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began to change. The main issue was always land. Being
pastoralists, the Zulu and Xhosa and Khoi' Khoi' needed land
to graze their cattle. The Boers, who had just arrived,
needed land to settle. Therein lay the trouble. In fact,
this period is often referred to as the Mfecane (the time
of trouble). Soon there were drastic economic, political
and social changes, and these changes also affected the
songs which the bards sang. There necessarily had to be a
change in their preoccupations. Those who fought and tri¬
umphed over the white invader had their victories recorded.
It was absolutely necessary that these achievements be
recorded, for as the Zulu put it:
People will die and their praises remain.
It is these that will be left to mourn for them
■ . 21
in their deserted homes.
Lerotholi, grandson of Moshoeshoe and hero of the
Gun War (1880-1881) had his victory recorded. He is
compared to the mythical deep-pool monster which had a
powerful stare with which it could draw a person from far
off and have him throw himself in the pool:
Deep in his pool the crocodile glared.
He glared with his blood-red eyes.




Aye, they fell into the jaws of the snake.
The black snake, Khanyapa, King of the Waters.
The Gun War was to be just one of many wars. Better¬
armed, the Boers eventually emerged victorious and, with the
complicity of the British, some of the fighting was made to
appear as a struggle between Christianity and paganism.
Those blacks who had been converted to Christianity were
urged to join in the Holy War. But those who made common
cause with their "Christian brothers" against the "pagans"
eventually became doubtful about their place in the new
establishment. An article by Hlati Lomtontsi in the Xhosa
language Journal, Isigidimi indicated that there were some
people who understood the farce that was going on. He
asked:
What has anybody, whether black or white, Christian
or Pagan, gained by this war? Yes, the white people
perhaps may claim to have gained something, for don't
we see little magistrates all over the land? But for
us, blacks, the position is so bad that even those
trustful people who always sang the praises of the
large-hearted White Queen are silent. We were told
that after the war, those men whose wives and
children had been shipped to Cape Town would be
allowed to go there at no expense to themselves in
order to claim them. But what do we hear now? That
instructions have been issued that no black male may
be given a permit to travel to Cape Town.
22
A. C. Jordan, Towards an African Literature




Thus began the practice of men being separated from their
wives, of families being broken down. There were still
people at this time who still had faith in the white man.
One of them was W. W. Gqoba, whose two long poems:
Discussion between the Christian and the Pagan (850 lines)
and the great Discussion on Education (1150 lines) were
written to vindicate Christianity and to some extent the
ways of white men. In spite of this intention, the char¬
acters in the poem who are opposed to the new ways of life,
build up an impressive case. The allegorical character
Present-World vdio upholds heathenism claims that pagan life
is fuller and richer, not only because it is less hampered
in its enjoyment of the good things of this world, but also
because it is not vitiated by fears of everlasting punish¬
ment in the next. He points out the hypocrisy of Christian
converts who advocate virtue while being addicted to liquor.
And, finally, he remarks that conversion does not bring
material rewards that were expected from it, since the white
authorities contemptuously subject all black men. Pagan or
Christian, to the same hard laws. To them he said:
You deserted your chiefs and came to the whiteman?
You destroyed our rule and sided with the enemy;
But now your faith is lean and shrivell'd
16
Even like a chameleon whose mouth is smear'd
with nicotine on a sultry summer's day. ^
The attitude of Present-World in Gqoba's Discussion
between the Christian and the Pagan was also reflected by
more outspoken critics of white rule and the sham of Chris¬
tianity .
A certain Jonas Ntsiko of St. John's Mission Umtata
and a well-known hymn writer, voiced the discontent of many
in verse and in argumentative prose. In an article
published in Isigidimi in 1883, Ntsiko, alias Uhadi Wase-
luklangeni ("the Harp of the Nation"), wrote a poem in which
he invited the Sotho to beware of Queen Victoria, (described
as that "rabbit-snake with female breast"), and to rise up
in arms against the "white hyena"/"All ravenous for the
bones of Moshoeshoe." By February 1, 1884, he had reached
a stage of utter disillusionment, even with the Christian
faith, and vented his feelings in this pathetic poem;
Some thoughts till now ne'er spoken
Make shreds of my innermost being;
And the cares and fortunes of my kin
Still journey with me to the grave.
I turn my back on the many shams
That I see from day to day;
It seems we march to our very grave




For what is this gospel?
And what salvation?
The shade of a fabulous Hill
That we try to embrace in vain.^^
After 1888, Isiqidimi was no longer published.
This was the period in which the Transkei was annexed, and
with this annexation a new situation was created to which
the Xhosa had to adapt themselves. A new challenge had to
be met if they did not want to disappear. The way to sal¬
vation was defined by another former Isiqidimi poet, I. W.
W. Citashe:
Your cattle are gone, my countrymen I
Go rescue themI Go rescue theml
Leave the breechloader alone
And turn to the pen.
Take paper and ink.
For that is your shield.
Your rights are going 1
So pick up your pen.
Load it, load it with ink.
Sit on a chair.
Repair not to Hoho
But fire with your pen.
Citashe thus advocated learning and knowledge, not just book
knowledge, but that which made the learners realize their
common plight, and which made them take pride in their cul¬
tural achievements.
By the second decade of the twentieth century, the
25 26Ibid., p. 96. Ibid., p. 88.
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white ruling group enacted a number of laws which increas¬
ingly made the black man a stranger in his own home. The
anger generated by these laws was reflected in the poetry
which became polemic and militant. This of course does not
mean that there were no longer any apolitical themes in the
poetry. But faced with the harsh laws of the white ruling
group, these poets realized they would be rendering a
greater service to their people and to themselves by op¬
posing and protesting against the laws the minority group
enacted. By 1920 African workers had been denied the ballot
and measures were taken seven years later to ensure that
they did not assemble to ask for any concessions. This was
done by passing the Riotous Assemblies Act which prohibited
public gatherings which the government thought could likely
lead to a breach of the peace.
In the same year as the Riotous Assemblies Act, the
Immorality Act was passed which asserted that a sexual union
which cut across color lines was not only immoral but also
illegal. In practice of course, unequal sentences were
always passed upon the convicted parties; the white accused
often received a milder sentence than the other party. The
Pass Laws enacted at the beginning of the century, were not
very seriously enforced. The aim of course was to seriously
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check the Africans' movements, and passes were issued only to
those employed. The unemployed could be arrested and sent
back to the countryside. Hitherto, the Boers had been
gradually dispossessing the Africans of their land, but by
1936, the final act of dispossession came with the Native
and Land Trust Act which gave the black South Africans a
27
right to only 13.7 percent of the land.
Later events by no means made the African's life a
pleasant one in South Africa. F. Malan ran for the presi¬
dency in 1948 and his Nationalist Party's slogan of "apart¬
heid" brought him to power. From the African side the
African National congress, which by 1920 was a rather con¬
servative pressure group, became more militant with the
presence of young people who were in later years to play a
crucial role in the struggle for equality—Nelson Mandela,
Oliver Tambo and Walter Sisulu.
The times that were "out of joint" were of course
reflected in the poetry, from the twenties on to the forties
and to the present. Perhaps none of the poets of the
twenties succeeded so well in expressing the general dismay
as Samuel Edward Krune Mqhayi who was styled the "imbongi
on
'Alex Hepple, South Africa; A Political and Economic
History (New York; Frederick A. Praeger, 1966), p. 75.
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yesizwe," (poet laureate) of the Xhosa people. He excelled
in heroic poetry of the traditional type. The imbongi's
position as we have noted, was not simply to praise the
chief. Since he was also concerned with the welfare of the
nation, he often felt called upon to criticize any abuses
by the powers that were. On this score, tradition was
modified and enlarged by Mghayi in the light of a historical
situation where authority was vested in European hands.
When the Prince of Wales visited South Africa in 1925,
Mghayi was entrusted with the privilege of delivering an
Izibongo of his own composition. Beginning with a succes¬
sion of metaphors and sdLmiles in which the Prince is likened
to all the mighty and fabulous animals of Bantu folklore,
the poet comes to this section:
Ah, Britain I Great Britain 1
Great Britain of the endless sunshine 1
She hath conquered the oceans and laid them low;
She hath drained the little rivers and lapped them dry;
She hath swept the little nations and wiped them away;
And now she is making for the open skies.
She sent us the preacher; she sent us the bottle.
She sent us the Bible, and barrels of brandy;
She sent us the breechloader, she sent us the cannons.
O'Roaring Britain 1 Which must we embrace?
You sent us the truth, denied us the truth;
You sent us the life, deprived us of life;
21
You sent us the light, we sit in the dark,
• 2 ft
Shivering, benighted in the bright noonday sun. °
In its own right, this is a masterpiece of irony and con¬
scious artistry which no doubt loses much when rendered into
English. The poem is divided into two main parts each an¬
nounced by an apostrophe ("Ah Britainl" "O Roaring Britainl").
The first quatrain deals with Britain's universal power.
Presented in the third person, it is objective and imper¬
sonal in tone, though we sense a discordant note when
Britain's domination of nature (oceans, rivers) becomes ex¬
tended to mean nations. The effects of her might are
couched in increasingly destructive terms (oceans laid low,
rivers lapped day, nations wiped away). The last line could
either refer to the physical skies conquered by air power,
or to the way the British manipulate the heavenly gospel for
their own purposes.
The third stanza has a more direct personal charac¬
ter ("she sent us the preacher"). The ambivalence of the
British role is exposed. While England sent Africans the
light of Christianity, she also introduced them to liquor
and firearms, both of which are destructive. The second
2ft
Albert S. Gerard, Four African Literatures: Xhosa,
Sotho, Zulu and Amharic (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1974), p. 61.
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apostrophe ("0 Roaring Britain") is rather significant. It
implies that the main attribute of England, the source of
her power, is not the "sunshine" of Christian civilization,
but the roaring destructive might of artillery. The inter¬
rogative form of the last line suggests the pathetic quandary
in which the African finds himself.
In the last stanza, emotion is heightened, and
Britain is now directly and aggressively apostrophized: the
"you-us" relation replaces the "she-us" of the second qua¬
train and the impersonal "she" of the first. Metaphorical
language gives way to direct terms. Britain is indicted for
bringing the light of progress and civilization while depriv¬
ing the black population of its livelihood. She brings the
truth of religion in theory and ignores it in practice. And
although Britain sent the light of Christianity and modern
civilization to Africa, the African remains in the cold and
darkness of oppression, with only the "bright noon day sun"
to console him. As Jordan notes, this passage clearly
indicates:
...that the idiom, style and technique of the tradi¬
tional praise-poem can be applied most effectively to
modern thernes.
29
A. C. Jordan, Towards an African Literature, p. 27.
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The meaning of the new times was not only clear to Xhosa
bards but also to those writing in Zulu. The best known of
these are H. I. Dhlomo and Benedict Vilakazi. Dhlomo is
best remembered today for his The Valley of Thousand Hills
published in Durban in 1941. Based on the Romantic-
Victor ian manner, the poem, written in English, contrasts
the harmony of nature and cruelty and ugliness of human
society. This inevitability leads him to a Rousseauistic
idealization of tribal life as he imagines it to have been
in the past. Life in Zululand, once "a land of homes and
only homes" he now perceives as:
...a groaning symphony
Of grim discordant notes of race and creed.
Of writhing snakes of ideologies
And twanging tunes of clashing colour themes.
Where wealth and power and blood reign worshipped gods.
And Merit, Truth and Beauty serve as slaves
Here we see Dhlomo the conscious artist who makes use of
enjambement in the first line, and parallelism in the second
and third lines as well as alliteration in the fourth and
fifth lines. The most moving part of the poem comes at the
end when the writer expresses his tormenting sense of being
in exile in his own country:
^*^In Albert S. Gerard, Four African Literatures,
p. 236.
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This beauty's not my own? My home is not
My homel I am an outcast in my own landl
They call me happy while I die and rot
Beneath a foreign yoke in my dear strand
Midst these sweet hills, and dales, under these stars.
To live and to be free, my fathers fought
Must I still fight and bear anew the scar?^^
A question still to be answered. Today's critics
blame Dhlomo because his bitterness at the blackman's pre¬
dicament does not drive him to positive revolt, but leaves
him confined to elegiac ineffectuality. "Even in his pro¬
test, " Mphalele wrote, "Dhlomo remains a thoroughgoing
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romanticist."
Dhlomo's contemporary Benedict Vilakazi was some¬
thing of an intellectual giant in his day. Not only had he
a very good background in European literary forms, he was
also thoroughly versed in traditional South African poetry.
At an early stage in his literary career, his poetic creed
ran thus:
Form tends to reduce everything to mechanical
Standards and mathematical formulae. But we
have to use some form to embody or clothe
the beautiful spirit of our poetry.
We have no definite form so far, and our




Ezekiel Mphalele, The African Image (New York:
Praeger Publishers, 1974), p. 223.
25
given by the Western education we have
imbibed at college. We are beginning the
work which may be given perfect form
in generations to come. After all,
our language is old and is fast accumulating
new words and concepts. I believe therefore
it is absolutely necessary that, in composing
some poems we ought to rhyme and decorate our
poetic images with definite stanza forms.
In one of his poems he considers the Catholic missionaries
as people who had left their homes to help the Zulu gratify
...the longing
Of their souls.
The longing for the flaming torch
Already lighted in the South
And carried high by Grout
And Lindley too and Adams.
With time Vilakazi"s attitude towards whites grad¬
ually began to change, so did his literary creed. His ex¬
periments with rhyme gradually began to disappear for this
did not lend itself very well to the Zulu language. His
second volume of poetry still dealt with the great events
and figures of the past, the beauty of the Natal landscape,
the cult of the ancestors, African respect for the wisdom
of old age, or the mission of the poet in Zulu society.
Vilakazi equally becomes more subtly aware of the complex





pathos in the modern African's situation. He describes the
bewilderment of the tribesman who is compelled to leave his
kraal and come to the white man's city of concrete and brick
Tell, O tell me, white-man's son.
The reason you have brought me herel
I come, but 0 my knees are heavy
And, as I think, my head is swimming;
Darkness descends for me at noon
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And each day's sun becomes a moon.
In another poem, "Ukuhlwa" (Nightfall) he evokes the squalor
and insecurity of the native locations:
Now, as the streets are lit,
I fear the lurking thieves
who seek their prey like hunters.
Here, there is no grass.
But dust from off the mine-dumps.
Like smoke is drifting skyward.
In "Imifula yomhlaba" ("The Rivers of the World") he relives
in a dream the occupation of African land by the white in¬
vaders :
And then I saw Retief and all his men
scurrying, hurrying through the land.
To scatter generations
Of the nations of the white man.
They wash in waters of the Orange,
They cleanse themselves of filth;
And we, the people's who are black.
Accepted that calamity.
That evil weight that bowed our heads.
In another poem "Ngoba...Sewuthi" ("Because...you say")
^^Ibid., p. 251. ^^Ibid., p. 252 . ^"^Ibid.
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reminiscent of Paul Laurence Dunbar's "We wear the mask" he
condemns the comfortable blindness of the white man, who
chooses to remain unaware of the black man's sufferings and
revolt:
Because I smile continually.
Because I even seem content
And sing with all my voice
Although you trust me underground
Beneath the wealth so fabulous
Of earth stained blue with diamonds—
You say that I am like a post,
OO
A thing that feels no pain? °
Vilakazi's stay in Johannesburg brought him into
contact with certain experiences which were markedly dif¬
ferent from those he had known in the seclusion of Natal
mission schools and this brought a note of explicit protest
in his poetry. This is best seen in what is considered his
best poem "Ezinkomponi" ("In the Gold Mines") which deals
with the black laborer's life on the Rand. Vilakazi's mood
and attitude are very much like Dhlomo's in "The Valley of
a Thousand Hills." The difference is that whereas Dhlomo
was writing in Durban, he found symbols of oppression in the
"commercial dells" of the modern mercenary city. Vilakazi
on the other hand, writing in Johannesburg, found apt em¬




and in the roaring machines which remain deaf:
To black men groaning as they labour—
Tortured by their aching muscles.
Gasping in the foetid air.
Reeking from the dirt and sweat—
Shaking themselves without effect. ^
The poet feels pity for the machines that were brought from
far away. They get worn out and rot, but the miner's fate
is even worse:
We too, grow old and rusty in the mines;
Our strength soon goes, our lungs soon rot.
We cough, we cannot rest—we die 1
But you are spared that coughing—why?^*^
Eloquent and heartfelt as Vilakazi's description of the cruel
injustice of the South African society may be, it does not
lead him to rebellion, but to what Mphalele calls "romantic
escapism." He sits back to:
Dream that this land—my father's land—
Shall be my father's son's again.
For now, however, his feeling is one of frustration and
helplessness because the land that was once theirs now be¬
longs to foreigners. He bemoans his fate:
But now I have no place to rest
Though wealth is everywhere around me;
Land that my fathers owned is bare
And spreads untilled before my eyes;
And even if I had some wealth.
39 40 41
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This land my fathers fathers owned
42
I may not purchase or possess.
The mood of the poem remains elegiac. There is not the defi¬
ance and the call to arms such a situation might have de¬
manded. The only hope that the black miner entertains, as
he once more addresses the machines at the end of the poem,
is forgetfulness on earth and a better life hereafter.
Roar less loudly, let me slumber.
Close my eyes and sleep and sleep
And stop all thinking of tomorrow.
Let me sleep and wake afar.
At peace where all my forebears are
And where, no more, is earthly waking 1
Let me sleep in arms long vanished.
Safe beneath the world's green pastures.^^
Vilakazi, who died in 1945, is an important transitional
figure for while writing in Zulu, and while he used the
English type of stanza especially in his short poems, and
though he sometimes used the techniques of the izibongi, his
themes became markedly different from those of the tradi¬
tional bards.
From the early praise-poems to the poetry of Dhlomo,
Mqhayi and Vilakazi, the motivations, the concerns, and the
goals were radically different. This is equally true of the
imagery. The traditional bard sang the praises of cattle.
42 43
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of his own achievements at war, of the woman he loved, and
in the case of the professional bard, those of the king.
(Whenever the need arose, the professional bard also criti¬
cized the king.) We have also noted that the early poets
drew their imagery mainly from nature; the elephant, the
lion, the river, the ox, the wind, thunder, lightning, and
hailstorms. With the arrival of the Boers and their domi¬
nation and appropriation of the rich South African land,
the preoccupations of the poets began to change. There was
of course also a change in the medium of communication from
the oral to the written. The double-faced morality of the
white man's God, who sends the African the preacher as well
as the bottle, the Bible and barrels of brandy as well as
the breechloader and the cannon preoccupies the poets.
The stolen land, the separation from loved ones, the filth
and insecurity of native locations and the death by instal¬
ment brought about by working in the mines, also form part
of the poet's themes. What one finds is a movement from
rural to an urban topography. As is evident in Mqhayi's
poem to the Prince of Wales, the praise-poem form is used,
but expanded to hold concepts hitherto unknown to the
traditional society. Above all the joy with which someone
sang his praises, that of his cattle, of his chief, gives
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way to ever increasing anguish. What changes have lately
evolved and what the current preoccupations are as well as
the tone in which they are presented, shall be our concern
in the next chapter as we look at the poetry of the sixties
and seventies.
CHAPTER II
SOUTH AFRICAN POETRY OF THE SIXTIES
AND SEVENTIES
For a Black South African writer, the Apartheid
policy of South Africa and the inhuman and sometimes ludi¬
crous laws it passes are targets of constant attack. Apart¬
heid, euphemistically defined as a policy of separate
development for the interest of the preservation of the
cultures of the Africans and Afrikaners, is in fact a system
designed to prevent equal participation of Blacks in the
economic and political as well as the social fruits of the
country. Some people call it "Apart, Hate."
The system is such that a Black person's movement is
controlled by the "pass," for he is not allowed to travel
from one area of the country to another without this docu¬
ment . Failure to produce it when asked could mean imprison¬
ment. The economic system is structured in such a way that
Blacks earn less than their white counterparts even though
they may be performing the same jobs. An employer who pays
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a Black person the same as a White person commits a ^crime
and is tried by the law. Though a sign in front of a
library may read "Public Library," if a Black person went in
and checked out a book, he would be breaking the law, and so
would those who helped him check it out. Marriage between
people of different races is considered immoral and is unac¬
ceptable. In this system, thousands of Blacks are moved
from their homes and placed in concentration camps called
resettlements. It is a world which has many parallels with
the police state George Orwell describes in his novel 1984.
What kind of poetry can spring from such a climate? What
songs can the oppressed sing in such a society? What is the
Black South African poet's attitude to the White regime in
South Africa? We shall consider this by examining the poetry
of Dennis Brutus, James Matthews, Mazisi Kunene and Oswald
Mtshali. This choice has been deemed revealing not only be¬
cause each of the poets has his own voice and individual
style, but also because against the older writers as Brutus
and Kunene, we can place the newer poetry of Matthews and
Mtshali to decide whether it is indeed true as many papers
today in the United States claim, that Apartheid now wears
a human face.
Dennis Brutus is an important poet not only in South
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Africa, but in the entire continent. It was he who, as
President of the South African Non-Racial Olympic Committee,
succeeded in having South Africa and Rhodesia ousted from
the Olympic games in 1968 and 1972. His aim is to fight the
regime as he knows how. He considers himself a troubadour,
"the man who can be both fighter and poet."^ Brutus' themes
are human suffering, the curtailment of natural desires
especially in prison, the survival of love in spite of the
horrors of Apartheid and social disorganization, and the
confidence that today's evil days will eventually give place
to better ones.
Because the Black man in South Africa is daily faced
with the possibility of being sent to prison, prison-life
constitutes an essential part of Brutus' poetry. He is a
graduate of the Robben Island Prison. He describes the
daily life of people chained together and who are required to
dig lime everyday from dawn to dusk then return to their
cells. The poet contrasts the "tramp of feet" of the pris¬
oners and the moving squall of rain:
When the rain come
it came in a quick moving squall
moving across the island
^Dennis Duerden and Cosmo Pieterse, eds., African




then drumming on the roof
then marching fading away.
And sometimes one mistook
the weary tramp of feet




that came and drummed and marched away.
In this well-constructed poem, there is an antithesis be¬
tween the first and second stanzas. Whereas the rain
crosses the Island and continues on its liquid journey, the
men, whose footsteps are likened to the rain drumming on the
roof, cannot march away. If ever they do leave the Island,
it will be in a bier. Another phase of the horror is the
use of homosexuals to break down the morale of political
prisoners. In a lecture delivered at the University of
Wisconsin, at Madison, which was later published in the
Journal Ba Shiru, the poet dwelled at length on this issue;
....But perhaps the most horrifying was
the fact that the warders would use these
criminal prisoners for sexual assault on the
political prisoners.^
First of all, the prisoner would be starved to submission.
2
Dennis Brutus, A Simple Lust; Sirens Knuckles Boots,
Letters to Martha, Poems from Algiers, Thoughts Abroad (New
York; Hill and Wang, 1973), p. 71
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Idem, "Poetry of Suffering; The Black Experience,
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If he declined to submit, he would be beaten and would be
left alone only when he reached the point of consenting.
He would be driven to the point where he would be begging
for sexual assault. It is with this experience the poet is
concerned in the excerpt below:
Perhaps most terrible are those who beg for it.
Who beg for sexual assault.
To what desperate limits are they driven
and what fierce agonies they have endured
that this, which they have resisted,
should seem to them preferable,
even desirable.
It is regarded as the depths
Of absolute and ludicrous submission.
And so perhaps it is.^
The horror of South African life within and without the
prison haunts the poet even when he is away from the country.
A walk in the English countryside accentuates the poet's
guilt for he knows that the prisoners at home cannot enjoy
such a privilege. Like a gad-fly this feeling follows the
poet wherever he goes. In New Zealand, he contrasts that
Island with Robben Island.Whereas in New Zealand he watches
the moon turn yellow or a blurred Orion hill, the other
Island does not bring memories of the beautiful natural
landscape around it, but rather of men:
^Idem, A Simple Lust, p. 58.
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On strips of matting
On the cold floor
between cold walls
5
and the long endless night.
The prisoners' is not a warm but a cold, long night. The
poet declares war on those who have brought suffering to his
people. He takes down his bow and unsheaths his arrows:
So here I crouch and nock my venomed arrows
to pierce deaf eardrums waxed by fear
or spy, a strandloper, these obscene albinos
and from the corner of my eye,
catch glimpses of a glinting spear.^
The poet wants to get rid of these "obscene albinos" who
resemble the grotesque figures that "people" his nightmares.
He deals with this in the poem "The Mob."
These are the faceless horrors
that people my nightmares
from whom I turn to wakefulness
7
for comforting.'
One can however escape from one's nightmares by simply waking
up. Unfortunately, in the poet's case to wake up and see the
white protestors attacking the freedom fighters is not to
escape from the nightmares at all, but, rather, to move from
one set to the next. The poet laments over this; he compares
them to reptiles.
...yet here I find confronting me
the fear-blanked facelessness
^Ibid., p. 126. ^Ibid., p. 12. ^Ibid., p. 48.
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and saurian-lidded stares
of my irrational terrors
from whom in dreams I run.®
To the poet these people have lost all human feeling
and it is this which accounts for their hatred and prejudice
But Brutus (and it is here he differs from many other poets,
African and Afro-American), considers them his people, just
as much as Blacks. This troubadour's race then is not the
Black race but the human race. He sees it as an obligation
to make these whites who now exhibit animalistic behavior,
more human. He wants to restore them to the "human brother¬
hood" of all other South Africans who are not racists. These
once human beings who now look at each other with "saurian
9
lidded stares," need to be rehabilitated. It is this idea
that the poet expresses in the lines:
O my people
and where shall I find comforting
to smooth awake your mask of fear
10
restore your face, your faith, feeling, tears.
^Ibid.
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No. 7, pp. 128-142.
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In his often quoted and often misunderstood poem "Their
Behavior,the poet first states a bare fact by pointing
out a trait of human nature: that man joys in the arbitrary
use of power, that he longs to take that which belongs to
another. As the Afrikaners celebrate "Blood River Day"; the
day in 1838 when they defeated Dingane and usurped Zulu land,
all men's predicament is mirrored in this behavior. But
whereas to admit that one is using power arbitrarily is al¬
ready a step towards regeneration, no such thought crosses
the white South African's mind. On the contrary, the primi¬
tive ferocity is reinforced. Not only in this are they
different from the rest of humanity, their crime is:
...on a social, massive, organized scale which
magnifies enormously as the private
deshabille of love becomes obscene
12
in orgies.
Now the values in society have all been perverted, the
people become bellicose, children play not with toys but with
guns and dream not of happy tomorrows when they will be
strong men and women doing those things they now cannot do
Bahadur Tejani, "Can the Prisoner Make a Poet? A
Critical Discussion of Letters to Martha and other Poems
from a South African Prison: in African Literature Today,
ed. Eldred Jones, No. 6, pp. 130-144; and Wole Soyinka, Myth,
Literature and the African World (London: Cambridge Univer¬
sity Press, 1976), pp. 74-75.
^^Brutus, A Simple Lust, p. 79.
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because they are still young, but rather dream of killings.
Even, as in the poem below in which love for a woman is over
laid by love for country, the sexual act is contrasted with
images of death and dying. In it he says:
Desolate
your face gleams up




beneath the knife of love.^^
Since every act is a result of its time, it is therefore not
surprising that we find the motifs of fear, agony, pain,
death and suffering running through everyone of Brutus'
poems. Because of the octopus-like structure of the Apart¬
heid regime, because any free movement outside of South
Africa reminds the poet of the many who are not free to move
because, even in the heavy downpours of rain the poet sees
the cleansing that would be required before there is peace
in South Africa, because of all these things, the racial
situation is the focus of the poet's poetic energies. He
says he is continuously protesting and will continue to
14
protest against the horrors of Apartheid. The horror is
everywhere, at every moment. And, yet, in spite of this
13 14
Ibid., p. 32. Ibid., p. 106.
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there is that strong human will to live. Horrible as the
situation is, tenderness does survive in this barren land.
In a statement on Dennis Brutus' poems, John Povey writes:
Since they expose the constant pain of the South
African world they inevitably engender dismay. Yet
the fact that those poems exist, fostered no matter
what the cost from the situation in which the poet
is forced to live, becomes in itself an expressive
reminder that societies dedicated to control and
destruction are never totally successful
When reading Brutus' poetry, one has the feeling the
poet is talking to himself, it is as it were, as if the
poems in each book are a prolonged soliloquy. His is not
the platform type of poetry, but rather that of the study,
where he appeals to the reader and lays bare the agonies of
Apartheid to those who can understand his diction. This
reserved spirit is conveyed in part by his style. For ex¬
ample, one of his most favored techniques is sound repetition.
There are examples, such as this in which the "th" is re¬
current :
Breaking through theory thickets I thrust^^
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in a loneliness desperate and vast
,17as shooting-star scatterings in glaucous space
and below the alliteration emphasizes the poet's constant
search for some meaning out of life:
digging and dragging for a meaning
dragging through the dirt and debris^®
He can be ironical as in the poem below where the third line
of each stanza shows the "double-speak" that exists in
America and, implicitly, in South Africa. Wherever there
has been oppression, there has been debasement of language.
In the poem he says:
America is
the home of the brave
and the land of the free
to massacre:
the land of liberty
and freedom of choice
of subjection of others:
the land of plenty
and quality education
for people of quality:
Amerika the beautiful
cesspool.
He can evoke monotony by the use of emphatic repetition:
Cement-grey floors and walls
Cement-grey days
Cement-grey time
and a grey sussuration
^"^Ibid., p. 134. ^®Ibid., p. 142 ^^Ibid., p. 144.
^°Ibid., p. 71.
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As the poems dealt with show, Brutus is an implacable enemy
of the Apartheid regime in South Africa. His main preoccu¬
pation is to describe the woe of those congealed in concrete
or wasting away their lives in ghetto-shacks. In so doing,
the poet does not sacrifice art for propaganda, to do this
21
he maintains, is artistic prostitution.
James Matthews like Dennis Brutus, is an uncompro¬
mising foe of the Pretoria regime. But whereas Brutus takes
the stance of universal brotherhood, for Matthews, the world
is divided into two parts: whites and blacks, the oppressors
and the oppressed. A one-time successful short story writer,
Matthews started writing poetry probably because it is a
more condensed form and through it he could transmit his
message faster. As he says in the introduction to
Cry Rage! (a book which has been banned by the South African
government), he writes because he cannot:
...remain silent at all the injustices done
to blacks...our protest and our words
will reach the ears of the Christian upholders
of western civilization and let them know
that we will not be fed on pie in the sky.
We shall show our contempt for white-man's
two faced morality.
zekiel Mphalele, The African Image (New York:
Praeger Publishers, 1974), p. 243.
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James Matthews and Gladys Thomas, eds. Cry Rage!
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44
In his poetry Matthews deals with the high infant mortality
rates in resettlement areas, the iniquities of the Pass Laws,
the sham of the white liberals, the spuriousness of dialogue,
and the white man's perverted Christianity. Because of the
poor living conditions, the infant mortality rate in the re¬
settlement areas is high. The women are separated from their
husbands, lions turned oxen in the city. He writes:
The people of Limehill and Dimbaza
Like those of Sada and Hinge
are harvesting crops of crosses
the only fruit the land will bear
with the fields of their village
fertilised by the bodies of children
and bones of the ancient ones.^^
The poet dwells on the subject of resettlement, and in
several poems he deals with the despair of those forced to
move from areas where their fathers and their grandparents
lived. He presents us with those who decide to take their
lives rather than be wrenched from that piece of earth they
have called theirs. Hunger, pot bellies, wasted limbs, and
gaunt frames—these are the painful images of the resettle¬
ment areas, images which eloquently spell out the white
man's morality.




radicals to liberals, to identify with the Black struggle.
He refuses to think that anything positive can come from
them, because every so often:
they speak so sorrowfully about the
children dying of hunger in Biafra
but sleep unconcerned about the rib-thin
children of Dimbaza.'^^
He still deals with this problem in the poem,"Liberal Stu¬
dent Crap," in which a Jewish student says:
There's no one as liberal as me
Some of my best friends are
Kaffirs, Coolies and Coons
Forgive me, I mean other ethnic groups
How could it be otherwise?
I'm Jewish; I know discrimination
from the ghetto to Belsen
So, don't get me all wrong
'Cause I know just how you feel
Come up and see me sometime
My folks are out of town
But right now I've got to rush
I'm escorting the rag queen tonight.
The Jewish student's reference to his so-called best
friends as being "Kaffirs, Coolies and Coons," with the
color that goes with these words, his rhetorical and hollow¬
sounding questions, "How could it be otherwise?" and the
24 25
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fact that he extends an invitation to his "friends" espe¬
cially because his folks who are no doubt racist, are out
of town, are enough proof that he is not the liberal he
professes to be. He never feels the laws that tear wife and
child from father. He never knows what it is to work
thousands of miles from one's family. He is alien to what
it means to be walking down the street and fingering the
pass one must always carry. And he does not know what it is
for mature men to be separated from women. Matthews con¬
tends that because the white man does not know what all this
is, he cannot effectively and never will be able to speak
for the Black man.
The church, which is supposed to be the torchbearer
of the doctrine of the Brotherhood of Man, is seen by the
poet as just another institution ravaged by the white west.
Rather than on love, the church is based on hatred and dis¬
crimination. That Black priests are paid less than white
priests even though they may be performing the same task,
only amounts to saying that the Black man, if at all he is
a brother can only be, in the words of another white racist,
a "little brother." The celebrations to mark the birth of




and forbid them not to come unto me
the words of Christ, the Master,
have lost their meaning
when his natal day is celebrated
with separated seating
and little black and brown angels
not wanted in the cast
all they can do is sit and watch
Christ and his message of love
turned into mockery
little black and brown children are
to suffer
and not wanted, a damn I
In one of his bitterest attacks against the phoney
Christians who rule the country, Matthews' constant use of
the word Christians at the beginning of each of the six
stanzas, shows his contempt for them. He implies that what¬
ever they are, they are not Christians. He contends that
when they sit in their churches they praise their god for
making them rulers of the land and making of them a chosen
people. The poet asks what Christ's fate in South Africa
would be, with the classification boards to determine
whether someone is Black, white, coloured or "other coloured,"
with the identification card to state one's race, with its
emphasis on the pigmentation. Considering that priests are
deported for performing God's work, Matthews is convinced
that the peculiar brand of Christians existing in South
26
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Africa,
Will not hesitate to proclaim an order
declaring the son of God an agitator.
Another subject dear to Matthews is that of self-
destruction in the ghetto. As is so prevalent in milieus
where oppression exists on a massive scale, the oppressed
group, unable to compete with the ruling group, turns to
intrafamilial aggression and violence. Achievement in the
area of interpersonal violence makes up for the lack of
self-enhancement in the larger society. This is very pre¬
valent in South African ghettoes and the poet deals with
this problem extensively. Frustrated, these people turn
upon each other, maiming and raping. Of them the poet
writes:






wet with frantic fear
cowering between clamped thighs
penis a slashing blade
invective a boulder
turning body and mind
into a bloody and bruised mess.^®






world. He attacks those Blacks who collaborate with whites.
In this particular poem, he criticizes a Black American
singer who, while in South Africa, performs to a segregated
audience:
Say, Percy dad,
you run out of bread that you got to
come to sunny south africa to sing soul
or did you hope to find your soul
in the land of your fore-fathers?
...Sad, Percy dad,
will you tell Nina Simone back home
that you, a soul singer, did a segregated act
or will you sit back flashing silver dollar smiles
as they cart the loot from your Judas role
to the bank
He critic! zes phoney Black sisters:
...my sister has become a schemer and
a scene-stealer
...songs of the village
traded in for tin pan alley
'black is beautiful' has become
as artificial as the wig she wears.
As some of the poems we have already quoted will
bear out, and as Nadine Gordimer notes, Matthews uses indis¬
criminately the cliches of politics, tracts and popular
journalism and these, Gordimer claims, often deaden and
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debase his work. Still, the contrast between political
o Q orj
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bandied from crotch to hand
her breasts smeared
with their seed
With regard to the structure of the poetry, what is most
evident in Matthews’ poetry is the use of alliteration.
Other forms of repetition, perhaps a carry over from the
tradition of the praise-poem, are also common in his poetry.
We find an example of alliteration in the example below in
which the /m/ and /s/ sounds convey the impression of music
coming from muted singers.
...muted minstrels on a corner
singing songs that no one hears.
Sometimes the impression of disgust is conveyed:
Sad sick
segregation spills all over me
washing away
all signs of brotherhood.^^
and sometimes serves as contrast, shows the dividing line
32
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between the poet and his people and the oppressor:
...songs sung by
singers singing the bitter blues brought on
by gut-clawing, soul-searing, castrating white laws.^^
In most of his poems, Matthews makes use of visual
imagery: the dead in the ghetto, those moving to resettle¬
ment areas, an abandoned home which reveals the poverty of
its former occupants, or the young men of the ghetto dealing
out death at dusk in installments. Fear, anger, pain,
hunger, horror, agony, disgust, frustration and death—these
are the recurrent words in Matthews' poetry. As he warns
the reader at the beginning of the book, his themes will not
be flowers or love, but pain and rage, his will not be songs
of joy but a lament, a long sad song about the agonies of
the white man's laws. As he says himself, he has no claims
to fame as a poet, all he does is:
...record the anguish of the persecuted
whose words are whimpers of woe
wrung from them by bestial laws.^^
He considers this more important than spending an eternity
looking for "le mot juste" or the Eliotesque turn of phrase
or simile. By presenting the situation in prosy language,
he hopes to be able to reach people of all walks of life.
35 36
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and they perhaps will, each in his own way, gradually chip
to ruins the apartheid edifice in South Africa.
Matthews' is of course just one of the many voices
raised against Apartheid. Another voice which has refused
to be silent is that of Mazisi Kunene. He is so different
from any other poet writing today in South Africa that, to
look for his analogue, one must read the poetry of Kofi
Awoonor of Ghana. Sometimes Kunene translates poems he has
earlier written in the Zulu language. In spite of the
Italian saying "traddutore tradittore," the experiment works
out well and the African world views and wisdom are well re¬
flected in the English poems. Now in exile in the United
States of America, Kunene has not forgotten the plight of
his countrymen back in South Africa and the immorality of
the Apartheid regime. The poet takes on himself the respon¬
sibility of voicing the despair and suffering and shattered
dreams of his countrymen, hoping that a more aware world
will probably help in the liberation struggle.
Aware of the fact that the Afrikaners are of Euro¬
pean stock, aware of the fact that Europe and America give
moral and material support to the regime, which will not
free his people, the poet castigates the West accordingly.
He sees in Western materialism and civilization of steel
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the root-cause of the agonies of many of the non-white
peoples of the world. Europe's eyes, he asserts, stare with
coins. Europe worships images of steel and is devoid of all
human values, it:
...crushed the intestines of children
07
until their tongues fell out.
The poet carries the idea of Europe's hard-heartedness and
drab humanity further. In the poem "Europe" he shows the
metallic western way of life by the use of such images as
"stone" and "desert" and states that subsequent generations
of European rulers instill "fear" in the minds of the sub¬
jugated people, for they, like "puff-adders," have devoured
the flesh of their parents and the destructive venom has
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been passed over to them. With an impressive list of
crimes behind it, the poet envisages the total destruction
of the West. The images he evokes in the poem "Thought on
June 26," show that the poet has no sympathy but is bent on
only one thing—vengeance. "Orphans of sulphur," the "sea
rose like quick-lime," "monuments of blood," "ignite the
earth"—these are typical of the images which spell Europe's
37 . .
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doom. He asks rhetorically, if after all its foul deeds,
he was wrong to:
...ignite the earth
and dance above the stars
Watching Europe burn with its civilization of fire.
Watching America disintegrate with its gods of steel.
Watching the persecutors of mankind turn into dust
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Was I wrong? Was I wrong?
The note of vengeance and destruction runs through Kunene's
entire volume of poetry. In the poem "Vengeance" the poet
states that the many dead without memorials, have not been
forgotten. These cannot be forgotten, for to forget is to
dwell in eternal darkness, to remember is to be born again.
The poet and his people did not forget:
Day after day we kindled the fire.
Spreading the flame of our anger
Round your cities.
Round your children.
Who will remain the ash-monuments
Witnessing the explosions of our revenge.
The poet laments the fact that those who could be of great
help or instrumental in the cause of human freedom live
abroad and therefore become ineffective. This is the issue
he deals with in the poem "Exile." He compares the exile to
"decayed" pumpkins in a mudfield, the mudfield symbolizing
39 40^Ibid., p. 41. ^Ibid., p. 67.
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a decadent uncertain and depressing situation. But depres¬
sing as the situation may now be, redoubtable as the enemy
may appear to be, the poet has faith in the future for him¬
self and by extension, for his people, for when these poets
talk of "I" they are using the pronoun in the Whitmanesque
sense. The Apartheid regime and its European allies will
never win. Truth and Justice will ultimately triumph. The
young generation will fight to ensure they have what is
theirs by right. The oppressor had thus perhaps reconsidered
his position and where he was heading for;
the growing of the powerful buds
will not let them triumph;
They will haunt them with talons of weeds
Piercing them in their dreams.
In Kunene then, we find another implacable enemy of
Apartheid. As some of the poems discussed here already bear
out, many of the images are derived from nature, as is
customary in Zulu poetry. Between yesterday and today,
there have of course been changes. Apartheid's hold has,
with the backing of the West, grown stronger. The poet too
uses not only nature but urban images, especially those per¬




If Brutus' voice is that of the soliloquiser, if
Matthews' voice is that of the agitator, if Kunene's carries
hints of ancient African wisdom, Oswald Mtshali's is that of
the detached observer. A good story-teller, Mtshali, with
the poet's omniscient eye, sees all that is happening and
describes it.
In "The Shepherd and his Flock," and "Boy on a
Swing," the poet presents us with two Black children each of
whom suddenly comes to the awareness that there is basically
something different between his world and that of the white
boys. Each begins questioning and tries to find out why
things are the way they are. In the one the young shepherd
drives his master's sheep into the veld. The boys feet are
"bare," evidence of his poverty, and as he sits on an
antheap to play the flute, the inevitable question comes to
his lips; he asks:
01 Wise Sun above.
Will you ever guide
me into school7'^^
In the other poem, "Boy on a Swing," pure sensation is con¬
veyed, but out of the disorientation-in-space of swinging,
the "four cardinal points meet in the boy's head" and the
42
Oswald Mbutyisheni Mtshali, Sounds of a Cowhide
Drum (New York: The Third Press, 1972), p. 3.
57
cardinal questions of the child's life are flung out of the
poem centrifugally:
Where did I come from?
When will I wear long trousers?
Why was my father jailed?^^
In a society where the laws are designed to place the non¬
white population virtually on the poverty-line, the constant
struggle for just enough to keep body and soul together be¬
comes a daily preoccupation. In Mtshali's poetry, the image
of bread recurs again and again. Even snow suggests the
labor for bread—"Trees sagged and grunted under the back¬
breaking flour bags of snow." In "A Brazier in the Street,"
we are presented with "four urchins, smoking cigarette
stubs," one of these famished saplings thinks of a happy
time he had once, no doubt longing for such an opportunity
again. He says, "I once ate a loaf of bread with nothing."^
We are also shown a laborer whose fingers are caked with
cement. He "mauls" a hunk, and because this grand oppor¬
tunity does not come to many, and even when it comes, not
always, he "licks his lips and laughs with certain satisfac¬
tion, " and speaks to himself, ignoring what the world might
think, for the society in which he lives compels him to go
43 44Ibid., p. 5. Ibid., p. 20.
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through experiences most people do not know and may never
know. He tells himself man can live on bread alone.
The world Mtshali paints, and this is true of the
other poets, is the Black man's world made by the white man.
This world finds its epitome in the ghastly vision of town¬
ship dogs fighting over the corpse of an abandoned baby—a
Black baby. In a milieu where the struggle to live is
indeed grim, an extra mouth to feed becomes as much a burden
as being Black in that society. The baby's mother can only
take what for her is the easiest way out--throwing the baby
in a rubbish heap. The poet, referring to the woman, ironi¬
cally remarks:
Its mother
had melted into the rays of the rising sun,
her face glittering with innocence
her heart as pure as untrammeled dew.'^^
As the above example already shows, Mtshali makes
effective use of gentle irony. The white man's conscience
may be impervious to reason but perhaps his skin may not be
so impervious to irony. In "Pigeons at the Oppenheimer
Park," he pokes fun at the Separate Amenities and Immorality
Acts. The pigeons insolently perch on benches marked




view of madams, hobos, giggling office girls. The poet asks,
tongue in cheek and in mock disgust:
V/hat is the world coming to"
4D
Where's the sacred Immorality Act? Sies1
and in the poem with the self-revealing title, "This boy is
no Goat" the poet describes an angry young man in a book
store, feeding on the thoughts of Baldwin, Leroi Jones, Camus
and Jean Paul Sartre. This young man comes to the ultimate
conclusion that by virtue of the fact that he is Black, he
cannot be straight in a crooked white world. The Sartrian
and Fanonist theory of realizing oneself in terms of "the
other," of becoming someone else's projection rather than
oneself, reaches its apogee in the term "Non-White." This
young man describes himself:
If I tell the truth
I'm detestable.
If I tell lies
I'm abominable.
If I tell nothing
I'm unpredictable.
If I smile to please
47
I'm nothing but an obsequious sambo.
Consequently, he rejects the white man's religion,
and adopts jazz. When he dies he does not want to go to
heaven, he leaves that for his wife and kids. He wants:
46 47
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...heaven now,
here on earth in Houghton and Parktown;
a mansion
two cars or more
and smiling servants
Isn't that heaven?^®
The ironic note in the last line cannot be mistaken. At
another level, these aspirations could be looked on as
logical in a society which operates on false values.
In the poem "An Old Man in Church" perhaps one of
the most powerful poems by Mtshali, we are told the old man
would spoil his master's profit estimate if he did not go to
church every Sunday to "recharge the spiritual batteries."
The contrast between the old man's poverty and the affluence
in the church is vividly shown. The laborer's hands are
"gnarled," while the communion plate is "gilded," the priest's
clothes are "silk vestments." The man's "cracked lips" drink
the "Lord's blood from a golden chalice." The collection
plate is "brass-coated," and as the old man sneaks in a cent,
the acolyte is scandalized at such "poor generosity" and then
comes the devastating irony:
....The preacher stands up in the pulpit
his voice fiery with holy fervour:
'Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth.
The poet not only pokes fun at the phoney white society with
48 49°Ibid., p. 26. ^Ibid., p. 21.
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its perverse values, but also at those Blacks who have ac¬
cepted white materialist values as goals. He makes fun of
those city Blacks who care for everything except what they
should care for. The city Black wears shoes made in America,
has a wife who uses lightening cream, a mistress, a car,
but:
He knows
he must carry a pass
He don't care for politics
He don't go to church
He knows Sobukwe
he knows Mandela
They're in Robben Island
sn
'So what? That's not my business 1'
Mtshali, like Brutus, Matthews and Kunene, writes to
expose the inhumanities of the apartheid regime. The "drum"
is another name for the "muse" or "conscience of society."
South Africa is both the "dormant soul" and the "sacrificial
cow." The poet shares the fate of his community or heritage
since he is formed of the "black hide" of the sacrificial cow.
Mtshali explains the diction of such poetry:
It is the language of urgency which we use
because we have got an urgent message to
deliver to anyone who cares to listen to it.
We have not got the time to embellish this
urgent message with unnecessary and cumbersome
ornaments like rhyme, iambic pentameter, abstract




We will indulge in these luxuries which we can
ill-afford at the moment when we are free
people. Only then shall we write about bees,
birds, and flowers.^^
Writing as he does in South Africa, and bold and
patriotic as he is in the cause of Black South African
nationalism, his performance is cramped by the knowledge of
existing censorship and banning laws. For with Mtshali we
do not experience the impassioned, instructive and violent
language that characterizes Kunene's "vengeance" or
"Europe" in which the European is described as the "puff-
adder, " "wolf," "bridegroom of steel." We do not find
Matthews' invocation of "The Fire Next Time," nor Brutus'
subtle indictments, nor do we find the invectives we have
discussed in a previous chapter when dealing with Mghayi's
"Prince of Wales."
Evidently, because of the urgency of this message,
these poets do not write poems which run into hundreds of
lines as was the case with the traditional praise-poems.
The techniques have also slightly changed, though the
dominant technique of repetition is frequently used espe¬
cially by James Matthews. The topography has also moved
51
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from a rural to an urban one, and so has the imagery. Where¬
as the imbonqi drew his imagery from flora and fauna, today's
poet draws his from the hard facts of city life. One, how¬
ever, finds that the preoccupations of such early poets as
Dhlomo, Vilakazi and Mqhayi—the Pass Laws, the life of the
miners, the appropriation of land and the separation of
wives from their husbands are also those of the poets of the
sixties and seventies. There is, however, a difference in
tone, for whereas a Vilakazi would just plead for changes, a
James Matthews calls for the ripping of the white man's
limbs. With the Apartheid regime hardening its position each
day, these themes will remain with South African poets for a
long time yet to come.
CHAPTER III
EARLIER AFRO-AMERICAN POETRY
Earlier Afro-American poetry differs from South
African poetry in a number of respects. First of all, the
South African was in the place he felt was home, the Afro-
American had been moved from, most especially his West
African home across the Atlantic and into slavery. The
South African, as we have noted, from the boy of six to
the man of sixty, each composed poetry to praise himself
because of his achievement, to celebrate a quality in his
cattle, to immortalize his woman's beauty or, for the case
of the professional poet, to praise his king and whenever
the need arose, to also censure him. There was generally
no element of protest in the poetry until the beginning of
the nineteenth century when many writers, Christian or
Pagan found that the British and the Boer meant to treat the
Black man as a second-class citizen.
Afro-American poetry on the other hand, because of
the peculiar situation in which the Afro-American found
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himself, contained, from its very beginning, elements of
protest against oppression. From the days of slavery to the
Civil War, from the Civil War to World War I, and from World
War I to World War II unto the present, there has been a
gradual movement from protest to a cry of liberation. The
earliest form of literary creativity was the spiritual,
which contained sacred and secular songs. In the spirituals
the slaves expressed their great tribulations and their
desire for freedom. Fully aware of the story of the Israel¬
ites in the Old Testament, the slaves were quick to establi^
parallels between themselves and those oppressed in the
Bible. Pharaoh and his army represented the white oppressors,
and Egyptland, the South. The spirituals, which can be
classified in the realm of abolitionist literature, con¬
tained motif symbolism in which the ship could be used to
represent a journey to regeneration, and the North Star to
represent the march from the South to the North, from
slavery to freedom. The River Jordan often mentioned in
these songs, was perhaps meant to stand for the Ohio River.
In the example below, the slave's desire to destroy the
slave system is evident:
If I had-a my way
I'd tear this buildin' down.
Great God, then, if I had-a my way.
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If I had-a my way, little children.
If I had-a my way,
I'd tear this buildin' down.
And, a note of triumph in defeat in the words:
Steal away, steal away to Jesus
Steal away, steal away home,
I ain't got long to stay here.^
In the seculars the slaves vented their contempt for
"po' white trash," the short rations they often received and
the cruelty of their masters. Sometimes they pushed sarcasm
quite far, as in:
Naught's a naught, figger's a figger.
All for de white man, an' none fo' de nigger.^
The written literature of this period is also cast
in the mould of pro or anti-slavery propaganda. With such
early writers as Phyllis Wheatley and Jupiter Hammon, the
very fact that they could write at all, gave the lie to the
notion of the Black man's intellectual inferiority. These
poets imitated very closely the approved American and English
literary norms. Their concerns of course, were not Negro
life and character, but rather freedom, slavery, liberty.
^Sterling a Brown, Arthur P. Davis and Ulysses Lee,
eds. The Negro Caravan (New York: Arno Press and the New





bondage and villainy. If Wheatley and Hammond did not quite
raise their voices against slavery, Frances Harper and
George Horton joined the ranks of the abolitionists. They
used their poetry to demand full democracy for their en¬
slaved brethren, Frances Harper perhaps more than George
Moses Horton, who was all along preoccupied with his personal
freedom. In his Hope of Liberty he wrote:
Is it because my skin is black.
That thou should'St be so dull and slack.
And scorn to set me free?
Then let me hasten to the grave.
The only refuge of the slave
Who mourns for liberty.^
Horton did not, however, know freedom before the abolition.
With the abolition of slavery, the Black man was
faced with yet many other problems. As a slave he at least
had someone who was supposed to care for him, and it was
indeed in the master's interest to ensure that his slave
was at least healthy enough to be able to do the work that
was demanded of him. Now a free man, he had to fend for
himself in a society where everything was done to make life
extremely uncomfortable for him. The story of this era is
contained in ballads, work songs and the blues. In the
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three genres, a note of social protest runs through all of
the tales. The ballads, like the best ballads of all lands,
were usually told with economy, with no sentimentality and
with a tragic sense of life. The work songs were sung while
the workers were chopping cotton, laying railroad ties and
rails and driving spikes. These songs, which are descendants
of West African farmers' songs, were necessary to the workers
in that they transformed the work in some degree to some
5
kind of play.
The singing was timed with the swinging of a pick.
One work song went thus:
Lawdy, lawdy - hunh
Think I will - hunh -
Make my home - hunh
In Jacksonville.^
The blues unlike the work song, mirrors a personal
rather than a group tragedy. Structurally, it contains a
leading line which is sometimes repeated with slight varia¬
tion and then a rhyming third line which completes the thought.
The blues expresses lament over hard luck, unrequitted love,
broken family life, general dissatisfaction and natural dis¬
asters. The oft-quoted, "Backwater Blues" by Bessie Smith
^Ibid., p. 288.
^Brown, et al. The Negro Caravan, p. 425.
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illustrates both the structure and the preoccupation of the
blues singer. In "Backwater Blues" Bessie Smith captures
the impulses that supported millions of southern blacks to
leave the plantations for the cities of the south, and later
to the industrial center of the north.
Then I went an' stood up on some high
ol' lonesome hill
I went an' stood up on some high ol'
lonesome hill
An' looked down on the house where I used to live
Backwater Blues done 'cause me to pack mah things
an' go
Backwater Blues done 'cause me to pack
mah things an' go
'Cause mah house fell down an' I cain live
7
there no mo'.
With regard to poetry, serious imaginative work be¬
gan with Paul Laurence Dunbar. Born in Dayton Ohio in 1872,
his fame rested with his dialect poetry rather than with
what he wrote in standard English. In 1893 he published
Oak and Ivy, Majors and Minors (1895), Lyrics of Lowly Life
(1896) , Lyrics of the Hearthside (1899), Lyrics of Love and
Laughter (1903) , and Lyrics of Sunshine and Shadow (1905) .
^Ibid., p. 478.
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Dunbar's dialect poetry which brought him fame, reflects no
true Black dialect of any region, but rather consists of a
substitution or mutilation of standard English. Generally,
Q
his dialect poetry was "about, but not from black life." It
tended to perpetuate the image of the happy-go-lucky, banjo
picking plantation-type Negro. But Dunbar was of course not
particularly happy about the fact that his dialect poetry was
popular rather than his standard English poetry in which he
deals with the damage American racism has done the Black man.
9
Hrs sense of frustration is voiced in his poem "The Poet."
If Dunbar succumbed to the machinations of the
white literary establishment, W. E. B. DuBois took a dif¬
ferent stand. Born in East Barrington in 1868, this very
gifted man had a great deal of influence in awakening Black
consciousness not only in America, but also in Africa and
the West Indies. In the few poems he wrote he sought to
destroy the negative image of the Black man which such
writers as Thomas Dixon and Thomas Nelson Page had created.
Seen in the light of today's literary concerns, DuBois was
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one who lived well ahead of his time. In the poem "The Song
of the Smoke," he celebrates blackness and creates a spiri¬
tual connection between it and divinity. In the stanza be¬
low, he reverses the conventional imagery:
I am carving God in night,
I am painting hell in white,
I am the smoke kind,
I am black.
At the time DuBois was writing, the Black man was
virtually disfranchised and a perpetual victim of physical
violence. He did not hesitate to use his pen to protest
against the cruelty of white society. He expresses this
burning anger in the poem "A Litany at Atlanta" written in
1906 after the race riot that left many Blacks dead and many
more homeless. Contemporaneous with DuBois were other
writers such as Benjamin Brawley and William Stanley Braith-
waite, who were what one might term "literary poets." They
could not stoop to the ugly and grim realities of the race
problem in America. They sought to escape the prejudice,
discrimination and mob violence, and concerned themselves
with such "universal" themes as love and death.
The third decade of the twentieth century produced




differently from Braithwaite and Brawley. The celebrated
writers in that period were Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen,
Claude McKay and Jean Toomer. They all, perhaps with the
exception of Toomer, used their talent to protest against
social injustice. A number of factors contributed to the
independent state of mind that characterized so many Black
poets of the twenties- Washington's policy of subservience^^
collapsed, and the advent of World War I vividly reminded
Blacks of their paradoxical place in American society, since
they for the most part served only as stevedores or messmen
under white officers, who often acted with bias. The migra¬
tion from the south to the north threw many Blacks not in a
northern paradise, but rather in a ghetto, and especially in
the winter of 1919, many of them were brutally attacked by
whites. One other event which coalesced with the rest to
change the attitudes and the preoccupation of the poets of
this period, was the rise of the Garvey Movement which, in
spite of its many shortcomings, helped develop a sense of
pride in the common man. Commenting on what they were trying
to do, Hughes wrote:
^^This characterization of Booker T. Washington's
social program is not uncommon. See for example, W.E.B.
DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (Connecticut: Fawcett Pub¬
lications, 1961), pp. 42-54.
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We younger Negro artists who create now intend to
express our individual dark-skinned selves without
fear or shame. If white people are pleased, we are
glad. If they are not, it doesn't matter. We know
we are beautiful. And ugly too.^^
The Jamaican born poet, Claude McKay, published his
most important book of poems, Harlem Shadows in 1922. In
his poems he dealt with economic and social injustice. In
some, like in the poem "Harlem Dancer," the poet broods on
the fate of the young girl, and in others he sings of love
and nostalgia. His wellknown and often quoted poem, "If We
Must Die," was a rallying cry in the perilous post-war years
when there were bloody riots in several cities as whites
13
sought to put the Negro back "in his place." In such
poems as "In Bondage" he laments the illicit and pagan love
of Negro prostitutes.
The rebellious mood one sometimes found in McKay's
poetry was absent in Jean Toomer's. His book Cane
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published in 1923, when he was twenty-eight, contains beauti¬
ful lyrics which portray Black life in Georgia and Washington.
The Blacks in this book of poems and short stories are pre¬
sented with sympathij for even when he describes their most
debased behavior, he always reminds us of their humanity.
In his "Song of the Son" he pays tribute to his people. He
has come in time to catch their plaintive soul. He chants:
Pour O pour that parting soul in song,
O pour it in the sawdust glow of night.
Into the velvet pine-smoke air tonight.
And let the valley carry it along.
And let the valley carry it along.
Commenting on the book Cane, the literary critic William
Stanley Braithwaite in 1924 wrote:
is a book of gold and bronze
of dusk and flame, of ecstasy and
pain, and Jean Toomer is a bright
morning star of a new day of the
race in literature.
A winner of nationwide poetry contests in his high
school and college days, another of the Harlem Renaissance
14
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writers, Countee Cullen, had by 1925, published his first
volume of poetry, which received favorable criticism from
the public- This volume Color, brought Cullen's lyrical
gift to the fore and showed him as one in full command of
the poetic techniques of the time. At the age of twenty-
four, and two years after his first volume of poetry, he
16 1V
published Copper Sun and The Ballad of the Brown Girl.
In 1947 he selected from several volumes his best poems,
which were published posthumously under the title On These
18
I Stand. In hxs famous poem "Heritage," Cullen considers
the Black man's unique roots in Africa and his sense that a
Black God could better understand his anomalous position in
the Western World. The picture of Africa he presents is of
course that of the travel agencies. Cullen considered being
Black a hindrance for the Black man's peculiar situation
almost always forced him to sing songs of protest. Cullen
brought no new literary techniques, he was a poetic conser¬
vative vdio in terms of technique was closer to Keats and
Housman than to any figure of twentieth century American
^^Countee Cullen, Copper Sun (New York: Harper, 1927).
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poetry. In his introduction to Caroling Dusk, he insists
that he be not considered a "Negro" poet and that no racial
considerations be used in bolstering up his reputation. And,
yet, Cullen could not escape from the facts of Black life,
he had to deal with lynchings, murder, discrimination and
poverty. No doubt he considered it an anomaly "to make a
poet black and bid him sing." Still, as the authors of The
Negro Caravan note:
Cullen's wide public, nevertheless, can find
many lyrics on the ageless and raceless themes
of live and disappointed youth and death.
Cullen's contemporary Langston Hughes did not find
himself in any dilemma with regard to the race problem. He
found beauty in his people and saw in them material for lit¬
erary creativity. While Cullen adopted the existing literary
forms, Hughes tried to experiment with new ones. He incor¬
porated the blues, jazz, bebop and boogie-woogie rhythms in
his poetry. He vividly transcribed Negro Urban folk-life
and made authentic use of the changing talk, moods and habits
in Negro communities. It would be too simplistic, however,
to state that there were only differences and no similarities
between the two poets. Both expressed the important ideas
19
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in the New Negro Movement: race pride was shown by celebrat¬
ing brown beauty and by recounting black history and Africa
was referred to as the ancestral home. Hughes dealt with
such themes as the frustrated Blacks who went up north to
look for a better life, the hollowness of the American dream
for Blacks and the courage of the Negro mother to bring up
her children in spite of the odds. Of his poetry he wrote:
Most of my own poems are racial in
theme and treatment, derived from the
life I know. In many of them I try to
grasp and hold some of the meanings and
rhythms of jazz.
....Jazz to me is one of the inherent
expressions of Negro life in America: the
eternal tom-tom beating in the Negro soul -
the tom-tom of revolt against weariness in
a white world, a world of subway trains,
and work, work, work; the tom-tom of joy
and laughter, and pain swallowed in a smile.
In a poem such as "The Negro Speaks of Rivers," he
deals with the entire story of the Black race, and in some of
his other poems as "Cross" he deals with the problem of mis¬
cegenation realistically. The persona in the poem accuses
no one, but merely states a fact, that being neither Black
nor white, he wonders whether he will die in a big house like
his white father, or in a shack like his Black mother. But
20
Langston Hughes, "The Negro Artist and the Racial
Mountain," in The Black Aesthetic, ed. Gayle Addison,
p. 179.
78
Hughes also showed his outrage and bitterness and sometimes
conveyed the sense of a coming explosion, as in the poems
"Roland Hayes Beaten" and "Puzzled." In fact, one part of
the poem "I, Too" speaks of being well fed and growing strong
so that no one will ask the Black man to eat in the kitchen.
The poet longed to interpret "the soul of his race," and by
giving their fears, aspirations and dreams an immediate and
striking voice, in a large measure, he succeeded in that en¬
deavor .
Before Langston Hughes' death in 1967, there emerged
a number of important poets, many of them still writing to¬
day. Among these were Robert Hayden, Melvin Tolson,
Margaret Walker, Sterling Brown and Gwendolyn Books (whom
we shall have the occasion of meeting in our discussion of
the poetry of the sixties and seventies). The soul-searching
and racial pride which manifested itself in the twenties was,
thanks to the intensive regional and slavery-time studies
fostered by the Federal Writer's Project during the depres¬
sion years, intensified. So was social criticism. These
writers, living in an age that repudiated didacticism in
literature and advocated art for art's sake, experimented
with both traditional and new poetic forms. But it still
remains an inescapable fact that the best poetry of these
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writers is motivated by race, even when, as Robert Hayden
does, they refuse to be referred to as "black writers," pre¬
ferring simply to be referred to as "writers."
In 1932 Sterling Brown published Southern Road. It
was mainly from Black epics and ballads that the poet got
his raw material. In the title-poem "Southern Road," the
poet faithfully captures and renders the utterings of a man
on the chain gang who expresses the bitter life that is his.
Here, the workers song is set to rhythm by the swing of the
hammer:
White man tells me - hunh -
Dam yo' soul;
White man tells me - hunh -
Dam yo' soul;
Got no need, bebby.
To be tole.
Chain gang nevah - hunh -
Let me go;
Chain gang nevah - hunh -
Let me go;
Po' los' boy, bebby,
Evahmo'....^^
His "Slim Greer" series deals in a good measure with the
social injustices that are the lot of the Black man in
America. In a poem like "Strong Men," he indicates that in
spite of all the barriers that have been placed on the Black
21
Bernard W. Bell, ed. Modern and Contemporary Afro-
American Poetry (Boston; Allyn and Bacon, 1972), p. 30.
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man's way, he still makes steady progress, for his oppressors
"cannot prohibit":
The strong men.... coming on
The strong men gittin' stronger
Stronger men....
STRONGEr22
and in "Remembering Nat Turner" Brown pays tribute to one
who was prepared to have his freedom or death, but not
slavery.
The preoccupation of Sterling Brown in "Remembering
Nat Turner" is equally that of Robert Hayden. Like Brown,
he pays tribute to the previous leaders, exemplars of Black
manhood, and immortalises them in his poetry. In his col¬
lection of poems Heart Shape in the Dust, published in 1940
when the poet was twenty-seven, he pays tribute to Frederick
Douglass in a poem of that title. He states that when
Blacks would finally have achieved freedom, Frederick
Douglass would be remembered, but:
Oh, not with the statues' rhetoric,
not with legends and poems and wreaths of love alone
but with the lives grown out of his life, the lives
fleshing his dream of the beautiful needful thing.
It may perhaps be necessary to state here that
whereas the earlier writers such as Phyllis Wheatley and
22 23
Ibid., pp. 28-29. Ibid., p. 56.
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Jupiter Hammon were mainly concerned with religious themes
or addressing poems to whites, those of a later age, because
of the changing world situation, wrote odes to Black rather
than white heroes (except of course John Brown who has a
special place in the souls of Black folk). These poets
wrote about the "terrible" Nat Turner, Joseph Cinquez,
Marcus Garvey, Harriet Tubman, and W.E.B. DuBois. In what
is considered one of his best poems, "Middle Passage," Haydai
creates a saga of the Black American, from the Guinea Coast,
through the horrors of the Atlantic to "life upon these
shores."
This centrality of the race in one's work and the
desire to be free of the white world as much as possible is
also found in the poetry of Margaret Walker. In her collec¬
tion of poetry For My People; the title-poem is an exhorta¬
tion to Black people to rise and cast off the role that their
oppressors have assigned them, and to act a more meaningful
part in the world. After cataloguing all the restrictions
and after describing the rather meaningless day-to-day life
of many Blacks, she, like a goddess on a high mountain,
gives the order for the rise of a new world:
Let a new earth rise. Let another world be born.
Let a bloody peace be written in the sky.
Let a second generation full of courage issue
forth; let a people loving freedom come to growth.
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Let a beauty full of healing and a strength of
final clenching be the pulsing in our spirits
and our blood. Let the martial songs be written,
let the dirges disappear. Let a race of men now
rise and take control.
In ushering in this new world, her choice of such
images as a "bloody peace" and her demand that martial songs
replace dirges, clearly indicate that this new day may never
come without the use of the clenched fist.
Another lady whose poetic output spans through the
forties to the present, is Miss Gwendolyn Brooks whom we
shall study in the poetry of the sixties and seventies. At
this point, it is however important to state that in a
lecture at Clark College in Atlanta, Georgia on April 26,
1971, Miss Brooks stated that she could not imagine herself
today writing the kind of poem whose theme was a pleading of
her humanity to a larger white society, as she had done
earlier in the words:
Men of careful turns, haters of forks in the road
The strain of the eye, that puzzlement, that awe
Grant me that I am human, that I hurt.
That I can cry.






, 1960), p. 65.
Selected Poems (New York: Harper
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poetry had from the very beginning a specific role to play—
to serve as an instrument of liberation. Their themes were
drawn from the immediate issues of their time. In the
spirituals the slaves voiced their desire to escape from a
world of cares and Frances Harper and George Moses Horton
wrote abolitionist poetry. These early writers used the
literary techniques in vogue at the time they were writing.
From the era of slavery to the Reconstruction, there was of
course a change in the themes since there was now a change
in the status of Blacks. The outstanding writer of the
Reconstruction era was Paul Laurence Dunbar, whose fame
rested on his dialect poetry which perpetuated the image of
the pathetic or the humorous Negro. In his standard English
poems, Dunbar of course dealt realistically with the injus¬
tices done his people in America.
The upheavals of the First World War, the migration
from the South to the North, and the rise of the Garvey
movement were among the social forces which helped shape
the thinking of the twenties and which produced the Harlem
Renaissance. The poets of this period were no longer ashamed
of their heritage of slavery, they avoided sentimentality and
treated issues realistically. They took pride in their race
and Langston Hughes, for example, raised the language of the
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Black ghetto to the level of an instrument of literary
creativity, incorporating jazz and blues rhythms into his
poetry- From the thirties to the fifties, such writers as
Sterling Brown, Robert Hayden, Margaret Walker and Gwendolyn
Brooks each had his personality stamped on his work, but
they all had this in common: they protested against the in¬
justices of the Establishment. It should be noted that at
no time were there such a thing as a single clearly defined
theme for Black writers. Black and white writers treated
the same themes, but the difference was one of perspective,
the ideological glance from which one presented one's point
of view.
The fast changing world scene especially after the
Atlantic Charter when most non-white peoples started more
seriously asserting their right to have the good things of
life, meant that the concerns of the Black American as well
as his demands were going to reach a new dimension. In the
next chapter, we shall see what this new dimension was as we
discuss the poetry of Gwendolyn Brooks, Amiri Baraka (Leroi
Jones), Haki Madhabuti (Don Lee) and Nikki Giovanni.
CHAPTER IV
AFRO-AMERICAN POETRY OF THE SIXTIES
AND SEVENTIES
The preoccupations and attitudes of Black poets in
the sixties and seventies of course had their roots in the
forties and as the poem by Margaret Walker quoted in the
previous chapter shows, there was increasing impatience by
Blacks as they sought to have that which was theirs by right
as worthy human beings. A number of other forces coalesced
to make Blacks' demands even more vociferous. Among these
were the 1954 Supreme Court decision which outlawed segre¬
gation in schools; the rise of Martin Luther King, Jr.,
using the Gandhian doctrine of passive resistance, the soul¬
stirring speeches of Malcolm X, the emergence of independent
nations in Africa as European imperialism gradually crumbled,
and the English publication of works such as Frantz Fanon’s
The Wretched of the Earth.
With the rise of independent nations in Africa, more
Afro-Americans began taking pride in their African ancestry.
85
86
With the rise of independent nations in Africa, more
Afro-Americans began taking pride in their African ancestry
and began lessening the need "to pursue the ever-receding
horizon of vdiiteness as a psychological goal."^ To the
problem of racism, Martin Luther King, Jr. proposed that
2
Blacks adopt Christian brotherhood and redemptive suffering
as weapons and that the enemy, faced with these weapons,
would see his own ugliness and change his attitude. Malcolm
X on the other hand, took a militant stand. Asserting that
the power which controlled Blacks in America was the same
power which controlled Blacks in South Africa, he proposed
that Blacks meet violence with violence. Through his
speeches, he stirred the conscience of many a Black man in
America; he sought to enhance their manhood and challenge
their commitment.
Fanon's contention that Blacks would not be free
until they had economic and political power, affected the
thinking of many, and several groups emerged, asking for
their proper place in American society. Many turned to the
^Long and Collier, eds, Afro-American Writing, Vol.
II, p. 526.
2
Martin Luther King, Jr., "Facing the Challenge of
a New Age," in Phylon, Vol. XVIII, No. 1, 1957, p. 34.
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study of folk culture and folk expressions because they in¬
tended to use these as a medium of communication with the
Black masses. Black publishing companies whose central
focus was on blackness, emerged, one of the best known
perhaps being Broadside Press. Literary journals always
play a key role during periods of literary upsurge.
In America, there were several to serve the needs of
emerging Black writers. The best known perhaps during this
period was Negro Digest edited by the cultural nationalist
Hoyt Fuller, a journal whose title was later changed to the
self-revealing Black World.
There was at this period a great outburst of liter¬
ary production, especially in poetry. For the purposes of
this thesis, it would of course be impossible to discuss
the works of all the poets of the period. Such a task would
be not only unnecessary, but impossible. We do propose to
examine the work of four writers—Gwendolyn Brooks, Amiri
Baraka (Leroi Jones), Haki Madhabuti (Don Lee) and Nikki
Giovanni. Any such choice can of course only be arbitrary.
In our opinion, however, these four poets seem to have
captured the mood of the sixties and seventies in their
poetry. Brooks is important in that she represents an
earlier writer who has influenced those of this period and
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whose poetry shows that she caught up with the demands of
the Black Arts Movement. She is thus a bridge between gen¬
erations. Baraka is considered by many to be the high priest
of the Black Arts Movement and a study of the period would
therefore, in a sense, be incomplete without him. Haki
Madhabuti and Nikki Giovanni, two of the most popular
writers of this period, belong to a kind of second genera¬
tion. Their poems exude the temper of the sixties and
seventies. We shall consider the poetry of these writers in
the order in which they are listed.
Gwendolyn Brooks is an important poet not only with¬
in the Black community but in the entire nation. Winner of
several prizes for poetry, two Guggenheim awards and a dozen
academic honorary degrees, she has published several collec¬
tions of poetry. For our purposes, we shall mainly be
concerned with In the Mecca (1968). In our opinion, this
volume sufficiently represents what could be considered the
3
poet's stand during this period.
Race consciousness runs through everyone of Gwendolyn
3
Among her other collections of poetry are A Street
In Bronzeville (1945) , Annie Allen (1945), The Bean Eaters
(1960), Riot (1970) , Family Pictures (1970), Aloneness (1971) .
Riot and Family Pictures are in the same vein as In the
Mecca.
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Brooks' poems and this she considers inevitable. In her in¬
troduction to Langston Hughes' New Negro Poets: USA, she
wrote:
Every Negro has 'something' to say. Simply
because he is a Negro, he cannot escape
having important things to say.
His mere body for that matter, is an elo¬
quence. His quiet walk down the street
is a speech to his people. Is a rebuke,
is a plea, is a school.'^
Her long dramatic poem "In the Mecca" which gives
its title to the collection, is perhaps the deepest poem to
portray the deadened hopelessness of urban Blacks which ex¬
ploded in the city rebellions during the sixties. It pre¬
sents the misery, beauty and frustration of Black occupants
of a once huge apartment building in Chicago, in which were
jammed roughly 2,000 people. Mrs. Sallie Smith, the mother
of nine children awaiting her return from the day's work for
rich whites, comes home to find all her children in their
usual preoccupations except the young Pepita. As she and
her children search for the missing Pepita, we are brought
in contact with an array of characters, many of them victims
of the larger white society. The mood of the poem is set at
the beginning as Mrs. Sallie:
^Langston Hughes, ed. New Negro Poets t USA (Blooming¬
ton: Indiana University Press, 1966), p. 3.
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hies home to Mecca, hies to marvelous rest;
ascends the sick and influential stair.
The eye unrinsed, the mouth absurd
with the last sourings of the master's feast.^
in which the repetition of "hies" and the statement that she
"hies to marvelous rest" carries undertones of irony. In
the second, third and fourth lines, the squalor of the Mecca
building is captured, the nature of her job presented to us.
As she enters the Mecca building we are presented with some
vivid characters such as Prophet Williams:
....rich with Bible, pimples, pout: who reeks
with lust for his disciple, is an engine
of candid steel hugging combustibles.^
and Alfred the frustrated intellectual and would-be writer
(who might have been an architect or poet-king) who risks
losing himself in sex and drink. Of him we are told:
Sallie sees Alfred. Ah, his God I -
To create 1 To create 1 To bend with tight intentness
over the neat detail, come to
a terrified standstill of the heart, then shiver,
then rush - successfully -
at that rebuking thing, that obstinate and
recalcitrant little beast, the phrase
^Gwendolyn Brooks, The World of Gwendolyn Brooks: A
Street in Bronzeville, Annie Allen, Maud Martha, The Bean
Eater, In the Mecca (New York: Harper and Row Publishers,




As Mrs. Sallie enters her apartment, she has with
her hock of ham, six ruddy yams. She will make corn-bread
with water. Here the poet introduces Mrs. Sallie's children,
each of them having striking qualities. Several of them
exist among uneasy tensions which might at any time destroy
them; Yvonne is uneasy over her lover; Melodie Mary is
delicate and has a deep sympathy for rats, and Briggs,
"adult as stone," must come to terms with gangs. After
introducing all the children, the poet uses Alfred as a
chorus to comment upon the world's betraying its holy duties,
and then Mrs. Sallie discovers the absence of Pepita. She
tries to find out if anyone has seen Pepita but all one
hears is a chorus of voices:
Ain seen er I ain seen er I ain seen er
• ■ . R
Ain seen er I am seen er I am seen er
and as the family goes knocking at each door to find out if
Pepita is there, the poet tells us they:
...knock - knocking down the martyred halls
at doors behind whose yelling oak or pine
many flowers start, choke, reach up,
want help, get it, do not get it,
rally, bloom, or die in the wasting vine.^
Here she comments on the arid nature of the racist
American society which would not let many Blacks realize
their full potential. The search for Pepita continues, and
®Ibid., p. 386. ^Ibid., pp. 386-387.
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as the family reaches Loam Norton's door, the poet uses this
more aware personality to deepen the sense of misery. Psalm
21 is bitterly parodied;
....The Lord was their shepherd.
Yet did they want.
Joyfully would they have lain in jungles or pastures,
walked beside waters. Their gaunt
souls were not restored, their souls were banished.
In the shadow valley
they feared the evil, whether with or without God.
They were comforted by no Rod,
no staff, but flayed by, O besieged by, shot-a-plenty.
The prepared table was the rot or curd of the day.
Annointings were of lice. Blood was the spillage of cups.
Goodness and mercy should follow them
all the days of their death.
In this parody the poet presents a people for whom
the American dream has been deferred. Through the accumu¬
lation of gory details; "gaunt souls," "comforted by no Rod"
but flayed by it and "shot-a-plenty," "anointings of lice,"
the "spillage of their cups was blood," the poet builds the
image of the living death which is the life of these people.
But Pepita is not found. Aunt Dill is asked if she saw the
"glad-sad" child, but she has not and only heightens the
agony by telling of a little girl who was choked and raped
the previous week, no doubt enjoying the gruesome details
herself. Actual personalities like the poet Don Lee are
10Ibid., pp. 387-388.
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introduced into the story, bringing in a note of Black
nationhood.
Don Lee wants
not a various America.
Don Lee wants a new nation
under nothing;
wants
new art and anthem; will
want a new music screaming in the sun.^^
Other characters are encountered, one of them Amos
has no patience with gradualists, has, as it were, had enough
of appealing to a deaf audience. He asks if Blacks are going
to sit on themselves, waiting behind roses and veils for
monsters to maul them, for bulls to charge on them always.
For Amos, the time demands action not inaction, not well-
turned phrases. They have to destroy, and on the ruins,
build anew. He prays for America:
Bathe her in her beautiful blood.
A long blood bath will wash her pure.
Her skin needs special care.
Let this good rage continue out beyond
her power to believe or to surmise.
Slap the false sweetness from that face.
Great-nailed boots
must kick her prostrate, heel-grind that soft breast,
outrage her saucy pride,
remove her fair fine mask.
Let her lie there, panting and wild, her pain




with nothing to do but think, think
of how she was so long grand,
flogging her dark one with her own hand,
watching in meek amusement while he bled.
Then shall she rise, recover.
1 9
Never to forget.
Here the poet makes skillful use of alliteration. The repe¬
tition of the bilabial plosive /b/ in the first and second
lines effectively brings to mind the picture of violence.
‘
She equally makes effective use of alliteration in the lines
....her pain
red, running roughly through the illustrious ruin,
where the repetition of the /r/ accentuates the feeling of
pain running through someone. As the search continues we
are presented with yet another character, Way-out-Morgan,who
collects guns. He is never hungry, he is lean. He thrives
on the vision of dead whites. He feeds on the memory of the
beating-up he received, of his sister raped by a mob in
Mississippi. The poet presents Way-out-Morgan in such a way
that we must quote:
He is not hungry, ever, though sinfully lean.
... fills fearsomely
on visions of death-to-the-Hordes-of the White-Men 1
Death'.
Remembering three local-and-legal beatings, he




does Way-out-Morgan. Remembering his sister
mob-raped in Mississippi, Way-out-Morgan
smacks sweet his lips and adds another gun.^^
With Way-out-Morgan we are given some of the macabre
details of the Black experience, details which to every
Black man with his mind in the right place, call for revolt.
As these details run helter-skelter in Way-out-Morgan's
mind, the entire picture to him is,
....Blackness stern and blunt and beautiful,
organ-rich blackness telling a terrible story.
He waits for the day of reckoning the day of ruin. He waits
to speak the only language America can understand: the lan¬
guage of violence. America, to be pure, must bleed and burn.
After the presentation of other characters we are finally
informed that Pepita has been murdered by one of the Mecca
residents, the Jamaican Edward. The poem ends with the
poet’s own voice commenting on the fate of Pepita:
....a little woman lies in dust with roaches.
She never went to kindergarten.
She never learnt that black is not beloved
Was royalty when poised.
Will be royalty no more.
'I touch' - she said once - "petals of a rose.
A silky feeling through me goes I"
13 14
Ibid., p. 400. Ibid., p. 401.
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She whose little stomach fought the world had
wriggled, like a robin'.
Odd were the little wrigglings
and the chopped chirpings oddly rising.
In this poem. Brooks has the dramatic form firmly
under control, and yet out of it echo the tensions of the
time. As George Kent remarks:
the poem maintains a just balance between
private suffusion and public clamor.
With its elaborate choral arrangements,
its free verse experimentations and complete
command of the incisive line, its easy
movement between the colloquial and formal
eloquence, and arrangements for historical
sweep, it becomes one of those very terrible
wastelands that jump forth with vitality
at each reading. °
The dead Pepita becomes the destroyed beautiful child, the
victim of an uncaring world.
The other poems in the volume are placed under the
heading "After Mecca," a very fitting title since the poems
deal with the coming whirlwind sown in the Mecca. In the
poem "Boy Breaking Glass," the dramatic element persists.
To the boy, the sound of a broken window is a "cry of art."
Living as he does in a society which won't let him live, he
must, on his own initiative, find a way out. As he breaks
^^Ibid., p. 403.
T6
George Kent, Blackness and the Adventure of Western
Culture (Chicago: Third World Press, 1972), pp. 135-136.
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a window he tells himself:
I shall create I If not a note, a hole.
• 1 7
If not an overture, a desecration.
Always, the incentives to violence are "loneliness and fid¬
gety" revenge. And against the white man comes this heart¬
rending cry:
It was you, it was you who threw away my namel
And this is everything I have for me.^®
With the poem "Medger Evers," the poet celebrates the achieve
ment and stance of the NAACP leader who was murdered by south
ern whites. Impatient with gradualism, Evers was:
The man whose height his fear improved he
arranged to fear no further. The raw
intoxicated time was time for better birth
or a final death.
For Evers there were to be no half-measures, he
wanted either liberty or death. The old traditional methods
of struggling for Civil Rights had become obsolete for they
could not bring the Black man that which he had for so long
sought:
Old styles, old tempos, all the engagement of
the day - the sedate, the regulated fray -
the antique light, the Moral rose, old gusts,
tight whistlings from the past, the mothballs
in the Love at last our man forswore.^®
1 7
'Gwendolyn Brooks, The World of Gwendolyn Brooks,
p. 408.
^^Ibid., p. 409. ^^Ibid., p. 410. ^"^Ibid.
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How indeed could such methods not be abandoned in a
climate which nurtured the disappearance of little innocent
Pepita's. The stance of Evers is therefore to attack tradi¬
tion, produce irritation and to "lea n across tomorrow" in
order to present a new and redeemed world. Of him people
said "he was holding clean globes in his hands." Through
directly having her personae speak, or by interpreting what
their life symbolized, the poet shows us that she turns her
back to the white world and cannot count on it. She and her
people have become unbelievers.
In the poem "The Wall" the poet celebrates the
emotions of the Black group as it confronts an "implacable
racism and respects its own sense of unity and together-
..21ness."
Here the poet and her embattled community are one.
This wall is the Wall of Respect exhibiting paintings on a
building at 43rd and Langley, Chicago, which pictures Black
heroes who have been meaningful in the life of the community.
The wall symbolizes a rejection of all former dispensations
which have left Blacks enslaved and impoverished amidst an
affluent white society:
21
George Kent, Blackness and the Adventure of Western
Culture, p. 126.
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On Forty-Third and Langley
black furnaces resent ancient
legislatures
Of ploy and scruple and practical gelatin.
They keep the fever in,
fondle the fever.
The three sermons on the warpland, (the warpland
probably representing America) reveal the poet's spiritual
commitment with her people. In the first sermon, the idea
of belonging to an American mainstream is rejected. The
speakers, we are told:
....went about the warpland saying No.
My people, black and black, revile the River.
Say that the River turns, and turn the River.
Black people are summoned to the pain and exhalation
of destruction and new birth. The old idols must give way
to new ones. What is needed is a new health and new vision:
Say that our something in doublepod contains
Seeds for the coming hell and health together.
Prepare to meet
(Sisters, brothers) the brash and terrible weather;
the pains;
the bruising; the collapse of bestials, idols.
But then oh thenl - the stuffing of the hulls 1
the seasoning of the perilously sweet 1
the health 1 the heralding of the clear obscure
22






This new creation must be brought about through a
new and powerful love. The people must build their church,
but not with "brick" or "granite" or "corten." They must.
Build with lithe love. With love like lion-eyes.
With love like morning rise.
With love like black, our black -
luminously indiscreet;
complete; continuous
In the second sermon we find a "powerhouse of feel¬
ing coming out through a driving diction.Out of the
chaos, the new must come;
This is the urgency: Live I
and have your blooming in the noise of the whirlwind.
The poet warrior urges her people to arrest something in the
spin of things, "to endorse the splendor splashes" of the
new poetry. They must control the language that is being
reduced to utilitarian writing. Above all they should know
that "the whirlwind is Commonwealth." In it there is strife.
It cannot be ridden with sweet sonneteering. But live the
people must;
^^Ibid., p. 422.
2 gEzekiel Mphalele, Voices in the Whirlwind; Poetry




Gwendolyn Brooks, The World of Gwendolyn Brooks
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The fourth section of the sermon mounts to a climax.
In it are found imagery which portrays the double-task of
the hour, that of destruction and construction.
The time
cracks into furious flower. Lifts its face
all unshamed. And sways in wicked grace
whose half-black hands assemble oranges
is tom-tom hearted
2 Q
(goes in bearing oranges and boom).
Only in contradictory terms, "furious flower," "wicked grace"
can the atmosphere be defined. As in the other sermons the
over-riding desire is to live, on one's own terms in a soci¬
ety which has hitherto been prescribing only death. She
urges:
Conduct your blooming in the noise and whip of
the whirlwind.^®
The poem "In the Mecca" and the other poems "After
the Mecca" aptly reflect the poet's absorption of the ten¬
sions implying revolutionary change and nationhood which
arose during the late 1960's. Just as her poem "Negro Hero"
summed up the mood of the 1940's, just as "Riders to the
Blood Red Wrath" summed up the mood of the 1950's and early
28 29 30Ibid., p. 425. Ibid., p. 426. Ibid.
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1960's, so do the poems here discussed sum up the mood of
• 3T_
the late sixties and early seventies.
Amiri Baraka (Leroi Jones) is perhaps today one of
the most controversial poets in America. Poet, playwright,
essayist, community organizer, Baraka is all this and more.
For the purposes of this thesis, we shall be mainly concerned
with Baraka's poetry from 1960-1967, published under the
32title Black Magic Poetry, 1961-67. This specification is
31
This excerpt from "Negro Hero" (The World of
Gwendolyn Brooks, p. 32) captures the self-probing and inter¬
rogations of the 40's;
Still-am I good enough to die for them, is my blood
bright enough to be spilled.
Was my constant back question - are they clear
On this? Or do I intrude even now?
Am I clean enough to kill for them, do they wish me to
kill
For them or is my place while death licks his lips and
strides to them
In the galley still?
and from "Riders from the Blood Red Wrath" (Gwendolyn Brooks,
Selected Poems, p. 116) .
My scream unedited, unfrivolous
My laboring unlatched braid of heat and frost
I hurt. I keep that scream in at what pain.
At what repeal of salvage and eclipse
Army unhonored, meriting the gold.
Have sewn my guns inside my burning lips.
32
Other books by Baraka are: Preface to a Twenty
Volume Suicide (1961), The Dead Lecturer (1970), Home: Social
Essays (1966).
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necessary because Baraka's attitude towards whites which we
shall be discussing here is true of that period but not the
33
later years, especially from 1975. In the poem "Black
Art" Baraka states his ars poetica:
Poems are bullshit unless they are
teeth or trees or lemons piled
on a step. Or black ladies dying
....We want poems
like fists beating niggers out of Jocks
or dagger poems in the slimy bellies
of the owner Jews....
....Stinking
whores 1 We want 'poems that kill'
Assassin poems, poems that shoot
guns. Poems that wrestle cops into alleys
and take their weapons leaving them dead.
We want a black poem. And a
Black world.
Let the world be a Black Poem.^^
For Jones, then, poetry becomes a concrete function,
an action. Abstractions, art for art's sake, are discarded.
Poems become physical entities, fists, daggers, air-plane
poems, and poems that shoot guns. The dichotomy between the
33
Baraka no longer sees the conflict in America as one
between Blacks and whites, but rather as one between the
bourgeoisie and the working classes, between capitalism and
scientific socialism. This change of position is contained
in his article "Why I Changed My Ideology," Black World
(July 1975): 30-42.
34
Leroi Jones, Black Magic Poetry, 1961-67 (New York:
Bobbs Merril Company, 1969), pp. 116-117.
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people and art, is broken down. Poetry then comes to stand
for the collective conscious and unconscious of Black people.
In his essay "State/meant" he spells out in unmistakable terms,
the role of the Black artist in America. He writes;
The Black artist's role in America is to
aid in the destruction of America as he knows
it. His role is to report and reflect so pre¬
cisely the nature of the society, and of himself
in that society, that other men will be moved by
the exactness of his rendering and, if they are
Black men, grow strong through this moving, having
seen their own strength, and weakness,- and if they
are white men, tremble, curse, and go mad, because
they will be drenched with the filth of their evil.
The Black artist must teach the White Eyes their
death, and teach the Black man how to bring these
deaths about.
In his poetry, then, Baraka is concerned with whites, Jews,
Blacks and Negroes. Except for Blacks, he is anti-Negro,
anti-Jewish, anti-white. ' His contempt for white liberals
is markedly greater than for white conservatives because he
considers the latter frank, and the former, hypocritical.
*3 C
Leroi Jones, Home; Social Essays (New York; William
Morrow and Co., 1966), pp. 251-252.
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The term Negro as used here is opposed to Black and
is applied to someone who espouses white values and mores.
It includes connotations of 'Uncle Tom.' Baraka was not the
first person to make this distinction, which was widespread
in the sixties.
37
Baraka was once married to a white Jewish woman,
Hettie Cohen, he later divorced her and married a Black
woman.
105
For Baraka, the world is divided into two, those naturally
38
good. Blacks, and those naturally evil, whites. In order
to bring about the New Order Baraka envisages, he adopts the
posture of a high priest, the posture of a teacher who tells
his people what is and what is not. Having for too long
waited for white men to come round to understand that the
rest of the non-white peoples of the world have a right to
existence, and realizing that what they are waiting for can¬
not come through a natural birth, they must, through a
caesarean operation bring forth a new day. In the poem "A
Poem Some People Will Have To Understand," he exhorts:
39
Will the machine gunners please step forward.
The machine gunners must step forward to destroy the
white man before he corrupts the Black man beyond redemption.
In the poem "The People Burning," he asserts that contact
with whites tends to bury deeper and enervate the Negro's
latent blackness. As the poet sees it, his role is not only
to save Blacks in America but the whole of humanity. This
is the idea he expresses in "Jitterbugs" when he says:
38
Baraka no longer sees the situation this way. The
evil ones now are the bourgeoisie, the good ones, the workers .
See "Why I Changed My Ideology" cited above.
39
Jones, Black Magic Poetry, p. 6.
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Look up in the sky
wishing you were free, placed so terribly
in time, mind out among new stars, working
propositions, and not this planet where you
can't go anywhere without an awareness of the hurt
the white man has put on the people. Any people.
You can't escape, there's nowhere to go. They have made
this star unsafe, and this age, primitive, though
yr mind is somewhere else, your ass ain't.'^*^
Because they have made the planet unsafe, and because by so
doing they will ruin not only themselves but the other in¬
habitants of the planet, they must be made to disappear.
In several of his poems, he has but one prescription - death
for white people. The speaker in his poem "Black People"
tells his people:
We must make our own
World, man, our own world, and we cannot do this unless
the white man is dead.^^
The same notion of destruction runs through "Attention
Attention" where the word "grey" refers to white people.
Attention Attention
Attention Attention
All greys must be terminated immediately
End of species must be assured.
To paint one group in negative colors is of course
to present another in bright ones. As far as the poet is
concerned. Blacks are a divine people who have fallen in
40 41 42Ibid., p. 92. Ibid., p. 225. Ibid., p. 135.
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the white man's hell and are struggling to make their get¬
away. In the poem "Ka' ba" he says;
We have been captured
brothers. And we labor
to make our getaway, into
the ancient image, into a new
correspondence with ourselves
and our black family. We need magic
now we need the spells, to raise up
return, destroy, and create.
and in "The Test" the same sentiment is expressed. Again,
here as in Gwendolyn Books' In the Mecca there is the motif
of destruction and construction. Knowing, as he does, the
nature of Blacks and whites, the poet is naturally enraged
when he finds his Kinsmen in the enemy camp—he calls them
"Negroes." He castigates them accordingly. In "Black
Bourgeoisie" he satirizes the Black middle class:
Black Bourgeoisie,
has a gold tooth, sits long hours
on a stool thinking about money
sees white skin in a secret room,
rummages his sense for sense
dreams about Lincoln (s)
conks his daughter's hair
sends his coon to school
works very hard
grins politely in restaurants
has a good word to say, never says it
does not hate ofays
hates, instead, himself
him black self.^^
^^Ibid., p. 146. ^^Ibid., p. 111.
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The use of alliteration and assonance in the above poem
heightens the satire and introduces a note of humor. The
poet does the same thing in such poems as "Civil Rights
Poem" and "Message from the NAACP." The poet does not how¬
ever, despair and continues to talk to his people. He wants
them to look into themselves and find out whose values they
are relying on: theirs or the enemy's? In "Poem for Half
White College Students" he addresses the entire Black com¬
munity:
Check yourself, learn who it is
Speaking, when you make some ultrasophisticated point,
check yourself.
When you find yourself gesturing like Steve McQueen,
check it out, ask
in your black heart who it is you are, and is that
image black or white
You might be surprised right out the window.
Whistling dixie on the way in.'^^
Though the poet does not approve of the actions of
"imitation white boys," he does not however regard them as
being beyond redemption. He sees latent blackness in every
American of African descent. As Walker, the integrationist
now turned Black man says in the play The Slave;
Sometimes the place and twist of
what we are will push and sting,
and what the crust of our stance has
45 Ibid., p. 120.
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become will ring in our ears and shatter
that piece of our eyes that is never closed.
The poet will thus try to harness this blackness which is a
potential source of power. If need be, he will use force to
bring back those who have strayed from the fold. Often, he
will cry for help, as in "SOS":
Calling black people
Calling all black people, man, woman, child
Wherever you are, urgent, come in
Black people, come in, wherever you are, urgent.
Calling you, calling all black people
Calling all black people, come on black people.
Come in, black people, come on in.^^
And he cajoles as in the poem "Goodbyel"
If we call
to ourselves
if we want to feel
who we are if









we love (love, love
(these are soft cries of feeling
can you help me, who are here w/me can
you walk into my deep senses
46
Quoted in Theodore R. Hudson, From Leroi Jones to




I want you to understand the world
As I have come to understand it
40
I'll wait here a few seconds, please come.
The sincerity, the dire need to do good as he understands it,
is evident in the verses quoted above.
What Baraka tried to do, is what one of the ablest
exponents of the Black Arts Movement, Larry Neal, prescribed
for the Black artist: that he use his art to speak directly
49
to the needs and aspirations of Black America. In doing
this the poets must try to free themselves from white liter¬
ary forms. They therefore abandon sonnets for free verse.
Another difference between these poets and the
earlier ones is that whereas a poet like McKay in "White
House" would pray that his heart be kept inviolate from hate,
Baraka demands that there be hatred and destruction. With
regard to what has been called the persistent use of obscene
language, Baraka asserts that he is using the language of a
certain segment, and if anyone feels that it is "degrading,
50
filthy, IS obscene, is pornography" then this is simply
^®Ibid., p. 110.
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Larry Neal, "The Black Arts Movement," in The Black
Aesthetic, ed. Addison Gayle, p. 272.
50
Leroi Jones, "Philistinism and the Negro Writer" in
Anger and Beyond: The Negro Writer in the United States, ed.
Herbert Hill (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), p. 15.
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due to the fact that a certain segment of society has been
forced to live in a dirty, terrible place.
An innovator, Baraka sends his message through the
use of many devices. Sometimes, however, one is tempted to
ask if the poet is playing games with the reader or with
himself. He, like E. E. Cummings, is fond of using paren¬
theses . Sometimes he will capitalize all letters in a word
or group of words. He frequently uses all lower case letters,
even in titles of works. Sometimes he will write a contrac¬
tion and omit the apostrophe, as "aint" or abbreviate "blk"
for black. With voice inflections, many of these devices
perhaps become more meaningful than when the poetry is simply
read.
Baraka is also given to playing with words. In the
poem "Attention Attention" we find:
Attention Attention
(at tension, we niggers work
supremesmiraclesimpressions ;^co/^^
In his poetry one does not find much imagery connected with
physical nature. He, however, uses sun, wind, flame, water
and forest. Sometimes he uses sun traditionally to mean en¬
lightenment, happiness, wisdom or energy. He projects a
Jones, Black Magic Poetry: 1961-1967, p. 135. The
last line is composed of singing group names.
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future of:
Dead heaps of white ash, vanished.
and the sun allowed to shine. At the
front door, baby at the front door,
or any door, on wail sun,
beat on everybody yuuu.
il s
At other times, the sun signifies divine blackness. The
forest stands for a lost uncharted state, and sometimes it
would represent the white western civilization. As we have
noted earlier, the color grey symbolizes the white life
style and other connotations of ugliness, spoilage, and
death. Baraka's poetry has its inspiration from the Black
community and in his essays, plays and lectures he strives
to serve and to instruct his people. Not surprisingly,
Baraka has this for his poetic legacy:
When I die, the consciousness I carry I will to
black people. May they pick me apart and
take the useful parts, the sweet meat of my feelings.
And leave the bitter bullshit rotten white parts alone.
To move from Baraka to Madhabuti is to move from one
of the best "committed" Black poets of the sixties to another.
Poet-publisher Dudley Randall, in his introduction to his
anthology The Black Poets, considers Madhabuti one of the
writers who has had the greatest success in "blackening the
language," bringing such phrases as "think black," "black
52
Ibid., p. 101. ^^Ibid., p. 217.
113
pride," the "unpeople," the "realpeople," the "world
runners," I under/overstand," and "talking black and sleeping
54
white" into common speech. Madhabuti has a number of col¬
lections of poetry to his credit. For our purposes, we shall
be dealing with two of his books: Black Pride (1968) and
55Don't Cry, Scream (1970). His poetry is intended to serve
as a mirror to the Black community so that it sees itself as
it was, as it is, and as it ought to be. For him:
Blackpoetry is written for /to/ about /
around the lives/ spiritactions/ humanism
/ total existence of black people. Blackpoetry
in form/ sound/ word usage/ intonation/ rhythm
repetition/ direction/ definition / beauty
is opposed to that which is now (/ yesterday)
considered poetry, i.e., whi-te poetry.^^
He also wants his poetry to be political, for to be apolit¬
ical is to be political in a negative sense for Black people.
A razor that cuts deep into the inactive Black mind, his
poems are to serve as sign posts for anyone who has strayed
from the path of blackness or who simply pretends to follow
it. To achieve this end, Madhabuti writes poems celebrating
54
Dudley Randall, ed.. The Black Poets (New York:
Bantam Books, 1971), p. XXVI.
55
Other books by Madhabuti are Think Black (1967) and
We Walk the Way of the New World (1970) .
56
Don L. Lee, Don't Cry, Scream (Detroit: Broadside
Press, 1969), p. 15.
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such Black heroes as Malcolm X and Langston Hughes, poems
on the loss and discovery of the Black identity and on the
hypocritical dashiki-wearing revolutionists. He writes on
love, and beauty and revolution.
In his often anthologized poem "But he was cool or:
he even stopped for green lights," he satirizes the dashiki-
wearing phony:
his dashikis were tailor made
& his beads were imported sea shells
(from some blkcountry i never heard of)
his tikis were hand carved
out of ivory
& came express from the motherland,
he would greet u in swahili
& say good-by in yoruba
wooooooo-jim he bes so cool &
ill telligent.^^
The poet points out that the wearing of African dress and
African beads and the speaking of African languages as an
end in themselves are just sterile practices that in no way
help the Black struggle. In "Malcolm Spoke/who listened" he
tells all those Blacks who have jumped on the Malcolm X band¬
wagon since his death that they are doing everything except
what Malcolm wanted them to do.






& blk/slogans fr/the top 10.^®
He satirizes those who talk of a Third World bond
and understand that as meaning making love with Chinese
women instead of engaging in meaningful action. He does not









the people called him
doctor
For the poet, individuals such as this preacher are liabil¬
ities rather than assets to the Black community. All they
do is exploit an already impoverished community while they
ride around in Cadillacs. The poet is not only concerned
with Blacks in his native America but also with Blacks the
world over, for he understands that they have a common enemy




Don Lee, Black Pride (Detroit: Broadside Press,
1968), p. 32.
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In his poem "Nigerian Unity/ or little niggers killing little
niggers" he satirizes those Africans whose minds have been
corrupted by their western education. These are the emascu¬
lated Africans who pride themselves on their ability to
speak English with a British accent. These are the men who
have lost their minds and strangle themselves with double-
breasted suits, and who take degrees in European history,
knowing nothing of their own history, who choke themselves
with hippy's ties, and "curse" their mothers in perfect
English by calling them "Mother Dear." The poet wants to
bring back these people who have joined the enemy, he wants
to rescue them from helping to kill their own mothers, their
fathers and sisters and, sadly enough, themselves. He longs
to remind those involved in the war that they are fighting
everybody except the person they should fight—the enemy,
the white man, the same man who is in the Southern part of
the African continent, in "Africa's Mississippi." In a
pathetic tone he tells them the sad truth:
/ brothers we have more in common
than pigmentation / stupidity.®*^
The poet understands that he has to woo back, not
kill those who have marched off to the path of self-destruction,
^^Don Lee, Don't Cry, Scream, p. 46.
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for he still needs them to help carry on the much that still
has to be done. His poetry, a razor, will wound but not
kill the inactive Black mind. Like Baraka, Madhabuti con¬
siders Blacks as fallen angels struggling once more to be on
their feet. In the poem, "The Primitive," he talks of the
white man who stole Blacks from Africa to "save" them from
happiness and love of each other, and who has now raped
their minds with,
T.V. straight hair.
Reader's Digest ^ bleaching creams,
tarzan and Jungle Jim,
used cars and used homes,
reefers and napalm,
european history promises.
Madhabuti's poetry as he has stated, is about Black
people, is for Black people, and is addressed to them. He
shows them their beauty and destroys the negative images
hitherto paraded by the white world. In his poem "black-
woman": he says a Black lady,
will define herself naturally will
talk/walk/live/;^ love her images.
her beauty will be. the only way to be
is to be. blackman take her. u don't
need music to move; yr/movement toward
her is music / she'll do more than dance.
and in "A Message All Black People Can Dig" (/ a few negroes
61
Idem, Black Pride, p. 24.
^^Idem, Don't Cry, Scream, p. 63.
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too)He projects the role Black people are going to play
in the world. However, it is only through togetherness that
this can be achieved, this divine mission. He says:
We are going to do it.
US: black people, beautiful people, the sons and
daughters of beautiful people.
bring it back to
US: the unimpossibility.
now is
the time, the test
while there is something to save (other than our lives)
We'11 move together
hands on weapons families




just be cool / help one/another
black people
are moving, moving to return
this earth into the hands of
human beings.
Unlike Webster Davis, Madhabuti does not mourn and
say that it is better to die at birth then to live to learn
that one is Negro. Nowhere does the poet plead to the white
world. When he does speak to it, it is to show it its filth
and to legislate its death. In his poem "The Death Dance,"
he narrates the story of the white man's arrival in America
as told him by his mother:
63 Ibid., p. 63-64.
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She talked about
the eggs of maggot colored,
gaunt creatures from europe
who came here/put on pants, stopped eating
with their hands
stole land, massacred Indians,
hid from the sun, enslaved blacks
thought they were substitutes
for gods. She talked about a
faggot who grabbed her ass as
she tried to get out of the
backdoor of his kitchen...
mom stayed home ^ the
ADC became my father.
To these people with a distinguished list of murders and
rapes, to these people who "hid from the sun," the Black
world declares a Jihad, with the poet at the forefront.
The poet began,
....to dance dangerous steps,
warrior's steps.
my steps took on a cadence with other blk/brothers
^ you could hear the cracking of
gun shots in them / we said that,
'we were men, black men.'^^
and there is no way the white man will like this dance;
there is no way either, he can stop the dancer. There is no
hiding place for him. He has to have his just reward. It is
a long journey from the "darkey entertainer" to the death
dancer.
From the poetry discussed here, it is evident that
64 65
Don Lee, Black Pride, p. 31. Ibid.
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Madhabuti is one of the poets at the forefront of the Black
Arts Movement. He speaks to the people in the language of
the inner city. He is not only a poet, but an innovator.
He breaks such words as (whi-te) to reflect Black intonation,
for emphasis, and abbreviates your "yr" and should "shld" to
convey his desire to be iconoclastic or revolutionary on the
page and thus visually reinforce the message. Abbreviation
could also be seen as a device to transmit a symbolically
coded message to fellow committed people. One finds both
imagery and such words as shit used to "tell it as it is,"
to shock the reader or break loose from white values. Com¬
menting on the message in John Coltrane's music he says:
....it was truth you gave,
like a daily shit
it had to come.^®
One also finds Madhabuti using urban and specific imagery.





in a near empty
ketchup bottle.®^
66
Idem, Don't Cry, Scream, p. 31.
67
Idem, Black Pride, p. 18.
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and in demanding that there be change in the Black community,
he presents a series of images everyone is familiar with:
Change, like a gas meter gets higher.
Change, like a blues song talking about a
righteous to-morrow.
Change like a tax bill getting higher.^®
He also makes use of such traditional symbol-images like the
"sun" which stands for life, happiness, and progress. The
poet uses it to refer to white people as those who "hid
from the sun" and are therefore evil. One characteristic of
Madhabuti's poetry is the frequent use of puns and the unex¬
pected turn of phrase. He refers to the young Black revolu¬
tionary who does everything except what he should do as
being "ill telligent" rather than intelligent. America is
not referred to as the home of the brave and the land of the
free, but as the "home of slaves and land of few." The
phoney Black revolutionaries are those who "think black and
sleep white" and he seeks not the integration of Blacks and
whites, but of "Blacks and Negroes."
It is perhaps as humorist that Madhabuti excels.
However serious a point he might be making, there is always
the gentle poke at the ribs, the bitter pill coated with
sugar. He says that the self-styled "cool" Black phoney was
®®Idem, Don't Cry, Scream, p. 37.
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so cool that he would even stop at green lights, and that he
was nicknamed refrigerator. He styles another phoney as be¬
ing cool even in winter time. He pokes fun at those pseudo¬
intellectuals filled with other values and frames of refer¬
ence. One of them, a
newnigger
lost his way
a whi-te girl gave him direction
him still lost
She sd whi-te/he thought bite
been eating everything in sight
including himself.
And here the internal rhyme in the fifth line increases the
humor. As one reads Madhabuti's collection of poetry, Don't
Cry, Scream, it becomes increasingly evident that his poetry
becomes more meaningful when read aloud. Voice inflections,
facial expressions, type of costume worn, all of these will
be needed to bring out the full meaning of the poem. In some
poems he gives such directions as "sing loud and high with
70
feeling" and "sing loud and high with feeling, letting
71
your voice break." In this the poet is moving away from
the western aesthetic to stress an aspect of Black cul¬
tures—orality.
In Black history, women have played a very crucial
^^Ibid., p. 46. ’^^Ibid., p. 28. "^^Ibid., p. 29.
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role and even today such names as Harriet Tubman, Frances
Harper, SoJourner Truth and Rosa Parks command respect. In
the past as in the present. Black women have stood by Black
men and whenever the necessity arose, have stood ahead to
show the way. In the sixties, out of the thunder and explo¬
sion emerged the poet Nikki Giovanni. Also, one of the most
popular, she was at the forefront of the cultural national¬
ism espoused by many writers, and, like the other writers,
explored the possibility of using the language of the inner
city to better reflect Black realities. Like Baraka and
Madhabuti, she calls on the people to get rid of the enemy
if they want to live. In discussing her poetry we shall be
drawing examples mainly from two of her collections of
poetry: Black Feeling; Black Talk, Black Judgement (1968) and
72
My House (1972). Giovanni does not hesitate to castigate
those of her people she considers traitors. In her "Reflec¬
tions on April 4, 1968" she states what she considers should
be her role in America:
What can I, a poor Black woman, do to
destroy America? This is a question with appropriate
variations, being asked in every Black heart.
7 2
other books by Nikki Giovanni are Re:creation (1970)
and an Anthology of poems by Black women; Night Comes Softly
(1970) .
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There is one answer - I can kill.
There is one compromise - I can protect
those who kill. There is one cop-out - I can
encourage those who kill. There are no other ways.^^
She sets out to encourage others to kill. In "The True Im¬
port of Present Dialogue Black vs. Negro" she exhorts the






can a nigger kill
she taunts them:
Can you make your nigger mind
die
can you kill your nigger mind
and free your black hands to
strangle?
She demands that every method be used—they can be lured to
bed to be killed, they can be poisoned, they can be stabbed
or run down with a car. She castigates the Negroes who idly
stand by while the Black Revolution rages on. She warns
them there is no escaping the white man's octopus-like
fingers. She does not minimize the white-man's strength.
7 3
Nikki Giovanni, Black Feeling, Black Talk, Black




To know one's enemy's potential fully well is already a step
towards dealing with that enemy. The poet knows the white
man has already got Malcolm, Leroi, Rap and Stokely. Forty
thousand Indians had died from exposure to wine and poverty
programs. She asserts that through action, the Negro can
change his prospective fate-destruction by the white man.
The situation can of course be remedied. All it takes is
for the non-white peoples of the world to put their forces
together and to dislodge the white man from his present seat
of power. Only in this togetherness can they survive. They
must wield power.
if it is not
to be wielded
against us.^^
In one of her most powerful poems "Of liberation," she calls
on her people to reject all that is said and handed down by
the white man:
'violence begets you nothing my fellow americans'
But they insist on straightened hair
They insist on bleaching creams
It is only natural that we would escalate.
Like the other writers, the motif of destruction and con¬
struction runs through her work. She concedes that Blacks
have in the past made several mistakes. But mistakes are a
^^Ibid., p. 34. ^^Ibid., p. 45.
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fact of life. What counts is the response to error. But
all would be well once the people had been moved to the
necessary level of consciousness. She defines their task:
Erase our errors with the Black Flame
Purify our neighborhoods with the Black Flame
We are the artists of this decade
Draw a new picture with the Black Flame
Live on a new life within the Black Flame
Our choice now is war or death
Our option is survival
77
Listen to your own Black hearts. '
Her concern is not only with adults but also with the young
ones who will be tomorrow's Black leaders. For the poet, it
is never too early to know the enemy. The children must
thus be made to learn games which have more meaning for them,
games which are more in line with their history. In "Poem
for Black Boys" she advises that little Black boys learn to
play "run-away slave," that they play "Back to Black," and
that they pray to Santa Claus for a Rap Brown gun. She
counsels that they play their favorite Hide and Seek because
they have much to seek and themselves to hide from a
"lecherous dog." In "A litany for Peppe" she tells her
little boy:





My gift of love
Blessed is he who kills
7 ft
For he shall control this earth.
But Nikki's concerns are not only the destruction of the
white world. She writes about Black families, about Black
love, and all that is central to the Black past, the crucial
issues of the time and the course to be followed in the
future. By seeking cohesion within the group, she ensures
that it becomes invulnerable to the enemy's attacks. In her
poem "Nikki Rosa," she depicts the hard life that was theirs,
the hard childhood that many Black children know. But at
the same time, she expresses the wish that no white person
should write about her,
because they never understand
Black love is black wealth and they'll
probably talk about my hard childhood
and never understand that
all the while I was quite happy.
she can be tender as in the "Butterfly";
those things
which you so laughingly call
hands are in fact two
brown butterflies fluttering
across the pleasure
they give my body.®*^
^®Ibid., p. 57.
^^Ibid., p. 59.
®®Nikki Giovanni, My House (New York: William Morrow
and Co., 1972), p. 18.
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In her militant mood she uses the technique of oratory, the
dominant feature being anaphora as is evident in the poem
"The True Import of Present Dialogue, Black vs. Negro" in
which she repetitively asks:
can you kill
Can a nigger kill
Can you shoot straight and
Fire for good measure
Can you splatter their brains in the street
Can you kill them
81
Can you lure them to bed to kill them.
The repetition has the effect of producing a rhythm which
places the listeners at the same frequency with the orator,
affects their emotions, and could move them to do that which
the speaker wants. That she as well as the other poets dis¬
cussed should be using this technique, is hardly surprising
for liberty is a common goal for oratory.
Gwendolyn Brooks, Amiri Baraka, Haki Madhabuti and
Nikki Giovanni use their talent for the liberation of
American Blacks. Within the framework of the poetry dis¬
cussed here, they all advocate separation rather than inte¬
gration. As a means of breaking away from the white liter¬
ary criteria, they use language which reflects Black
pronunciation and iconoclastic imagery to shock the reader.
81
Idem, Black Feeling, Black Talk, Black Judgement.
p. 20.
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They look on violence as an appropriate instrument for their
survival. They all state that for the Black man to live,
the white man must die. They have not forgotten the other
more subtle battle, that of the control of the mind, and
they fight these by reversing the traditional images. Their
beast is not the Black man but the white man.
One is tempted to ask just how realistic is the pre¬
sentation of whites. Can it be true that all white people
are evil, that none of them contains the milk of human kind¬
ness? It cannot of course be gainsaid that there are some
good white people, and a name such as John Brown's commands
both respect and gratitude in every Black man's mind. There
are doubtlessly some white people who boast of their very
good relationship with Blacks. There are those who will
point out that they helped this or that Black. Unfortunately,
all of this does not enter into the argument. It is simply
a question of a social structure to which an individual's
sentiments are subservient. For well over three hundred
years, society has been structured in such a way that the
whites consider themselves as having the divine obligation
of bringing up the rest of humanity. They have been the
masters while the rest were slaves, they have produced the
technology while the rest furnished the labor, or the raw
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materials. Fact was so distorted by fiction, so much so
that even when a people's customs and ways of life were being
trampled on, or even when they were taken away from their
natural habitat to hostile lands, this was supposedly done
to their advantage. Indeed in this type of structure, a
structure which today exists in a more subtle form, an in¬
dividual's personal convictions do not really apply.
Another question one might ask is just how realistic
is the notion of the bullet-poem? A poem of course is a
poem and a bullet is a bullet. The two things cannot be
interchanged. But one of the poets, Haki Madhabuti, is
honest enough to own up that a poem cannot kill a white man.
In "Two Poems" he writes:
I ain't seen no poem stop a .38,
I ain't seen no stanzas brake a honkie's head,
I ain't seen no metaphors stop a tank,
I ain't seen no words kill
^ if the word was mightier than the sword
Pushkin wouldn't be fertilizing russian soil/
and until my similes can protect me
from a night stick
I guess I'11 keep my razor
and buy me some more bullets.®^
This of course does not indicate that the literary
creativity has been time wasted. The poetry discussed here
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is shaped by and presents a communal consciousness. It opens
the people up to themselves, making them know how weak and
strong and ugly and beautiful they are. In this cumulative




The poetry in both the United States of America and
in South Africa was at the beginning just an appeal to the
white man to open the door of humanity and admit his darker
brothers. It became clear to the subsequent generations of
writers that an appeal to the white man was no different
from an appeal to a waterfall. Between the two, there can
hardly be any communication. It dawned on the poets that a
people could never liberate themselves by continuously ap¬
pealing to their oppressor, who was deaf.
These ideas were contained in the soul-stirring
speeches of Malcolm X who advocated separatism and demanded
that Black people meet violence with violence. The death of
Martin Luther King, Jr., who saw salvation for Black people
through Christian love and redemptive suffering, helped
convince many people that the only solution was to fight
back and kill if one had to live.
In South Africa the Sharpeville massacres and the
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extremely harsh laws the Apartheid regime has passed since
then have, far from discouraging many, only added fuel to an
already burning house. In addition, the independence of
former British and French territories, in West, North and
Central Africa made the desire for freedom in South Africa,
all the more urgent. In this chaos, the poets, the sensi¬
tive voices of their communities, captured the pulse and
temper of their times in their verse. Almost without ex¬
ception, the poets here discussed prescribed death for the
white man as the only way in which they and their people
could have peace and live the life they wanted. These
poets of course do not espouse violence, they do not pre¬
scribe violence because they are a naturally violent people.
For too long they have watched the sky, waiting for the star
that would announce the coming of a world in which a man's
intrinsic value counted for more than his pigment. They
watched in vain. For too long they awaited a natural birth
of freedom but since this too was not forthcoming, they saw
the caesarean operation as a way of bringing about that
which had for too long been denied them.
In a large measure, the poetry remains a danger
signal, a warning. It is a warning for the white world to
look at itself without disgust, to see itself as it truly
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is and perhaps save its own soul. Were this to happen,
white people would not have been the losers, and not Black
people either. There would be one victor—humanity.
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